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The year is 2225. The galaxy is on the brink of civil war. As leader of your civilization, you must put all 
of your skills ta the test in this sequel to the award-winning PÛ strategy game. 





Play as one of 10 different races or r create your own, 
Build your own interstellar empire. 

Design your own starships. 

Negotiate trade agreements, alliances, & more. 


Conquer the galaxy through military might, cultural influence, diplomatic skill or technological dominance: 
Infinite replayability; it’s never the same galaxy twice. 
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Retro Playing Games 


In the beginning, there is the nameless, sexless character. 
And then, as if by miraculous inception, he or she is named. 
And rolled. And is sent out into a dangerous world, overtaken 
by monsters, in which it’s unsafe for average folks to sally 
forth. This is the basis of the RPG, and this feature covers its 
past, present, and future. By Aaron Conklin, Douglas Erickson, Alex 
Handy, Brett Todd, Kelly Wand, and Cindy Yans 


The Days of Text and Parsers 


Once upon a time, text adventures ruled the computer 
universe. Life easily condensed into simple verbs, takeable 
objects, and two-word commands. Passages were twisty 
and narrow (and frustratingly all alike), Babel Fishes came 
in vending machines, So what happened? Where have all 
the good Grues gone? By Lara Crigger 


Ghosts and Cells 


The world according to Tom Clancy never seems ta end, as 
Ubisoft readies two more branded qames, Splinter Cell: Double 
Agent and Ghost Recon: Advanced Warfighter, By Peter Sudu 


Living Large-screen 
With cheaper high-definition displays, simpler networking, 
and other new technologies, your PC may find a new home 
in the living room. By Peter Suciu 


Motherboardgames 
Two of the best board games currently available, Ticket to 
Ride and Puerto Rico, make their PC debuts with generally 
excellent results. By Tracy Baker 


Low Cost, High Performance 


ln this month's edition of the^videocards you can actually af- 
ford" test, a new low-cost champion is crowned. By Steve Bauman 


Catassing for the Win 
Vanguard: Saga of Heroes brings back the days when times 
was tough [sic]. By Cindy Yans 


Make Mine Morrowind 

IF you want lots of add-on mods and quests, there's one 
game that has more than anything... at least until Oblivion 
ships, that is.... By Brett Todd 


| Like to Score 


For fans of the Xbox 360, you are your Gamerscore. 
By David J. Lang 
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Dont Let The Terrorists Win 


If you don't try the Rainbow Six: Lockdown demo, who 
knows what it'll do to the morale of red-blooded 
American gamers across the country? A word of warn- 
ing: This isn't the tactical game you used to know and 


love, being more of an action-type-thing. Also this 
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ancient temples. Dangerous dragon battles and newly ACHIEVEMENT SYSTEAL 


added player-vs- player action make EverQuest H and 
Kingdom of Sky!" the perfect adventure for aH 
types of players to pick up and play. 
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Winner, Best RPG of E3 


— (jume Crities Award, GameSpot, IGN, GameSpy, 
Abux Evolovd, Console Gold, Daily Game, Games Domain 


“One look at Oblivion will shatter your 





conceptions about what is possible in a ا‎ 


PN N tits Wis Ly 
Wye” AMA) ጊን. nee በፖ 
1 as AM 4 ጻ x Uy . 5 











video game.” | 
Umm 


“The biggest title for the : | B ት! | M “ከከ BES ERG ERS NAN Hee We. x ዘ” 
Xbox 360.., and the one I’m ME ባህ] | Tp. " 


most looking forward to." 
- GamePro Maguzine 


“Oblivion is, at this time, the best-looking 


game 1 have ever seen in my life.” 
— Xbox.com 
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"To call the graphics ‘amazing’sis 
an extraordinary understatement.” 
p > GameSpy 
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UPFRONT 


by Steve Bauman 





Give Me Downloads 
or Give Me Death 
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Digital distribution is here; it's ready, it's the future, get used to it 


] P m sick of boxes. l'm sick of stores. I'm sick of 

1 CDs and DVDs. I'm sick of shipping costs. I'm 

| ready to download all of my future PC games. 
Digital distribution is here. It's ready, and it's the fu- 
ture. Get used to it. Embrace it. 

If you're fixing to get your panties in a bunch 
over this issue, unclench. It's not the end of the 
world. We gamers are a pissy bunch, and with 
good reason most of the time. But some of the ar- 
guments against digital distribution smack of lud- 
ditism, the sense that this new technology some- 
how threatens our quality of life and therefore 
must be stopped at all costs. 

Not so fast, folks. 

It's not that i'm unsympathetic. | like physical 
goods and boxes, when they're interesting. | was 
going through my collection of ald Infocom games 
for this month's feature on Interactive Fiction (see 
page 53) and was struck by how each of that com- 
pany's games was an event because of their packag- 
ing. When was the last time you expected anything 
in a box aside from a disc and a flimsy manual? 

| like manuals too, even if | rarely read them. But 
how many games really need a long, detailed man- 
ual? And there's nothing stopping a company from 
charging extra for a printed copy; download the 
game today, and get the manual in the mail. 

Some people bring up the hardcore versus ca- 
sual audience, that computer gaming will become 
even more of a niche without the almighty store's 
involvement. Not true: The casual market already 
gets downloads. It's been buying games from 
PopCap and others online for years. It's also hard to 
imagine that the millions of songs sold via iTunes 
are only going to hardcore computer users. 

Other issues are largely technical ones. If you re- 
quire online validation to play your downloaded 
game, what happens if your Internet connection is 
dead? Or more importantly, what happens when a 
company goes out of business? Will | lose all of my 
games if my hard drive blows up? What kinds of re- 
strictions are in place, or what DRM schemes are 
included? Can the games be patched? Can they be 
re-sold? 

These are all very real issues, and most have 
very simple solutions. There could be "offline" 
modes, companies could remove the validation 
after some period, you could re-download games 
at any time, or you could just backup your down- 
load folder. There should be na restrictions on the 


number of times you can install a game, or on the 
number of machines. Games should also be trans- 
ferable, for a fee. 

Most people's exposure to digital distribution 
comes from Steam, which is unfortunate. It's not so 
much that the concept behind Valve's Half-Life de- 
livery system is bad; there are some issues with its 
execution. it takes way too long to start a game of 
Half-Life 2, to use one obvious example. And if you 
need a patch, you may end up spending 15-20 
minutes getting ready to play instead of playing. 
That's unacceptable. 

Compare the Steam experience to that of Guild 
Wars, our pick for "Best Technology" of 2005. It re- 
ceived the award not for its graphics but for its 
streaming and download technology. In the time it 
takes to launch, validate, and patch a previously in- 
stalled version of Half-Life 2, you could be up and 
running with a fresh, new, downloaded install of 
Guild Wars. You start with a tiny program that starts 
the download, and within minutes you get a fully- 
animated main menu. At this point, you can enter 
the online game world while the rest of the game 
downloads in the background. It even downloads 
updates while you play, and lets you continue your 
session before applying it. If download technology 
were always this efficient, more people would be 
ready to embrace it right now. 

They already are, elsewhere. The iTunes Music 
Store and Xbox Live Marketplace for the 360 are 
examples of how digital distribution can, and 
should, be done. The buying experiences are 
smooth, seamless, and no one seems to worry or 
care whether or not they'll be able to play Joust or 
listen ta "My Humps” five years from now. All they 
know is that when they click or select something, 
boom, it's available. 

We shouldn't be worried about digital distribu- 
tion happening; we should worry that it won't, If 
the industry is able to pull this off the right way, 
more games could reach more people more easily. 
For the industry, thís could lead to an increase in 
sales and lower costs, and the ability to deliver 
more games to more people across more world 
boundaries than ever before. 

For gamers, it could lead to more variety and in- 
novation. More importantly, imagine a perennial li- 
brary of virtually every game in every genre, al- 
ways accessible at all times. And that’s a future | 
can embrace. للا‎ 





“No one seems to 
worry Or care 


whether or not 
they'll be able to 
play Joust five 


years from now.’ 
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Inconsolable 


I'm not sure if this is a coincidence, but | 
was perusing the February issues' review 
section and counted 18 games. With my su- 
perior 1331 mathskillz, | got an average score 
just over 2.5 stars. Wow. 

Then 1 turn to Kelly Wand's excellent 
"Random Incoherence" column about PC 
vs. Console. Why doesn't anyone want to 
play PC games anymore? Well, here it is: 





eighteen games reviewed and only one 
received a rating over four stars, and that 
game is basically GTA repackaged, given 
a different "controversial" spin, and sold 
as a new title. 

So, is the downfall of PC gaming due to 
the 400,000 reasons that we keep talking 
about, psychoanalyzing the “ዮር gamer" pro- 
file and asking all the deep questions? Or it 
is a much simpler diagnosis: PC games are 
starting to suck. 

The answer is right in front of us. Even 
your reviewers are tired of the crap they 
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have to play every month, and | think 
the average PC gamer is right behind 
them. They buy World of WarCraft and play 
it, and never pick up anything else, because 
what's the point? 
Nope, that's definitely not a coincidence. 
Deftantslave 


It was a bad month. -ed 


The Austin Chronicle 


| very much liked the "Speak Out" 
about young Austin's learning to read 
by playing an MMO. It shows cyber- 
space is not populated only by pe- 
dophiles and pornographers, but is a 
positive place for people of all ages. 
Yes, it's important to monitor what a 
minor does online, but there are mil- 
lions of naive people online too. 

| love young Austin’s hook ‘ern horns pic- 
ture too. 

a.new 


, 
Hero's Journey 
l'm very excited to hear that the powers 
that be behind Gemstone 3 are making 
Hero's Journey. | may have to go buy an- 
other Alienware machine for that game. 
Roeth 
Hype, Inc. 
Having played computer games for a long 
time, l'm less interested in what a game 
"will be, so I’m glad to read your thoughts 
in February's Upfront. Too many times, 
we've seen a huge gap between what's 
hyped and what actually ships. 

Am | excited about future games? You bet! | 
wholeheartedly support giving us a heads-up 
on what is in development, but what matters 
most is what installs. Please use your pages to 
review games from indies and from around 
the world instead of hyping previews. | really 
enjoyed Fate and Space Rangers 2, and would 
love to hear more about games worldwide 
available for download or international order. 

Kevin Utz 


Errata 


In our "Most Anticipated Games of 2006" fea- 
ture in the February issue, the write-up about 
World of WarCraft: The Burning Crusade stated 
that the Draenei would be a playable Alliance 
race. It should have been noted that the in- 
formation about the Draenei was, in fact, a 
rumor; while we're confidant our sources are 
accurate, it should not have been presented 
as ፀ statement of fact. We regret the error, 
and any confusion it may have caused. 
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A Fledgling Game Designer's Perspective 


By A.B. Harris 


ike many individuals who are passionate about videogam- 

ing, | found myself asking how to contribute something to 

the industry. The desire always arrives gently, often moti- 
vated by such (un)sound logic as this: 1 love playing games and | 
have a great game idea, therefore | can make my own game! 

It seems simple enough, and the desire, if left to itself, soon 
becomes malignant. Perhaps it manifests itself in such activities 
as tinkering with a particular game's level editor, or dissecting a 
favorite game to understand how the underlying system works. 
Further dedication may enable one to produce an impressive 
game mod. 

But for the truly afflicted, the manifestation doesn't cease with 
mere tinkering and modding. The following is the story of my 
struggle in this industry, and how desire-turned-madness contin- 
ues to boldly march forward at any cost. 

The passion began with the coin-op games of yesteryear. 
Many quarters were spent to appease my fascination with ma- 


"| was resolute: | would get 


a job in the game industry.” 


nipulating electrons on the screen. Then one Christmas, | re- 
ceived an Apple ile. | taught myself the Basic programming lan- 
guage and produced my own games, replete with 16-color 
graphics and monotone sound. Subsequent Christmases yielded 
more computers and gaming consoles; the desire to create 
games was gently taking hold. 

Fast-forward to my college years. My passion for playing 
games never subsided, yet the desire to create games took a sab- 
batical while | completed two engineering degrees and my 
Master's. Between attending class, studying, doing research, and 
working full-time, | stil! prioritized gaming. Often while analyzing 
and optimizing real-world systems, | would wonder why these 
engineering principles couldn't be applied to game design. I 
began submitting research rooted in traditional theory, applying 
it to game development. For a graduate-level thesis, the depart- 
ment allowed me to host a seminar on game design with the 
purpose of demonstrating to university faculty that games are 
not only entertainment, but a creative science. The desire to cre- 
ate games quickly reared its head once again, only this time it 
would not lie back down. 

! graduated with honors, got a job, and settled into a routine 
of working hard during the week, then committing all free time 
to playing games and researching their systems. The gaming 
magazines and industry trade journals arrived monthly, and the 
corresponding websites were visited daily. 
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Then the unthinkable happened: | fell victim to the mass lay- 
offs common in the engineering sector. With a paltry severance 
and limited savings, | found that old, familiar desire to create 
games confronting me sq uarely, and my resolve was resolute: | 
would get a job in the game industry. Armed with a long list of 
available positions culled from numerous industry sites, | fired off 
cover letters and resumes, barely taking time to reload between 
rounds. And after many months of repeated attacks, | heard not a 
single reply to my shots. Not even a "thank you for your interest" 
letter. What had | done wrong? 

Discouraged that existing companies weren't interested in my 
skills, | decided to start my own company. Wide-eyed and opti- 
mistic, | purchased numerous game industry "how-to" books and 
rekindled my presence within the online game development 
community. | may have been unemployed but hardly considered 
myself jobless; reading dozens of books and staying active in 
community discussion threads required solid commitment. 

Going to financial institutions and requesting loans to fund a 

startup game company demanded careful planning. But 
why were my efforts fruitless? Why was my desire to create 
games enduring trial by fire? 
It dawned on me that these industry "how-to" books are 
a business in themselves. Perusing my library reveals such 
titles as"How to Break Into the Game Industry!" (a job for 
Garrett?) and "Secrets of the Game Business!" (why so secretive?). 
Universities touting game design programs push this fantasy 
even further. The community forums aren't much better, as 
they're largely composed of self-proclaimed designers seeking 
the talents of an artist/programmer/soundman to help them re- 
alize their dream game. The few members that have broken into 
the industry and learned all the secrets are quick to lament and 
offer grisly tales of 80-hour work weeks and constant layoffs. "Go 
get a job in Q.A. they advise any newcomer wanting passage to 
the Holy Land. But the mysticism surrounding game design, as 
well as the elitism of those actually designing games, is what 
propagates the industry itself and attracts volunteers to the trial- 
by-fire reality. 

As for this fledgling game designer? ! can't compete with the 
publishing giants and development powerhouses that dominate 
the mainstream, but news about innovative startups like 
Manifesto Games and underdog technology such as Project 
Offset provides a glimmer of hope. And though my savings ac- 
count has dwindled, and the unemployment checks have ceased 
to arrive, my first game miraculously remains in production. The 
desire-turned-madness boldly marches forward at any cost. 
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The world according to Tom Clancy never seems to end, as Ubisoft 
readies two more branded games, Splinter Cell: Double Agent and 
Ghost Recon: Advanced Warfighter BY PETER suciu 


s one of the most popular masters of 

the modern military-techno thriller, 

Tom Clancy has created many memo- 
rable characters. Nowadays, he has his name 
in front of more game titles than Sid Meier. 
While the “Clancy” brand was once one of 
the only games in town for Special Forces, 
counterterrorism, and black ops-based ac- 
tion, competing franchises have made this a 
buyer's market for those looking to head to 


the world’s hot zones. As a result, the latest 
Splinter Cell and Ghost Recon titles will take 
things in a very different direction while re- 
maining true to their roots. 

"Clancy games give you a sneak peak at 
potential future conflicts" says Adam 
Novickas, group brand manager at Ubisoft 
for the Tom Clancy titles. He stresses that 
the games are meant to give "an 'all access 
pass, if you will, on the highest levels of 


modern conflict, or a sneak peak at what 
‘could’ happen” 

For Splinter ርፀ//5 super spy Sam Fisher, 
this means humanizing the character. 
Producer Julian Gerighty of Ubisoft 
Shanghai says that the goal of Splinter Cell: 
Double Agent was to get Sam back to his 
roots, not to do more of the same. "Fisher 
was seen as a soldier, not a spy, and we 
wanted to rethink where we going and get 
back to the spy part of the character.” 

The result is a dramatic shift in narrative 
and gameplay, not the least of which was 
literally to strip away Sam's signature gog- 
gles and focus on the human character, 
while casting him in the role of an NOC 
(Non-Official Cover) agent. Even the type of 
stealth-based gameplay will undergo a 
change, this time with Sam's infiltrating a 
terrorist cell, which puts a new spin on the 
very title of the franchise. This set-up will 
offer a sort of duality to the players—you'll 
have to work as an NSÀ secret agent to save 
the day, but, along the way, you'll need to 
complete various objectives to protect your 
cover as a terrorist, This will involve 3 num- 
ber of questionable decisions, the most 
compelling of which Gerighty asks directly: 


[opposite page] Improved visual detail in Ghost Recon: Advanced Warfighter makes for a realistic experience, but we can't help but note that the color does remind us of the 
numerous Middle Eastern maps from the last few years. [below] Is he good? Is he bad? Sam Fisher takes on the world again in Splinter Ceti: Double Agent. 
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“Would you kill an innacent to save the lives 
of thousands? People are going to take 
stock of this while they play the game" 

_ These actions will present a mora! 
dilemma, emphasize the underlying story, 
and illustrate that you don't just show up 
and join a terrorist cell. Of course it wouldn't 
be a Splinter Cell without the usual mix of 
stealth, direct action, and some puzzle solv- 
ing. If everything comes together, and Sam 
can do more than just save the day, this 
new Cell could reinvigorate a franchise that 
has lost some of its sneaky steam and cut- 
ting edge. 

Splinter Cell isn't the only Clancy title to 
get a makeover. The Ghost Recon series goes 
back to the future, so to speak, taking the 
action to 2013 when the U.S. Army imple- 
ments the Integrated Warfighter System, 
which combines advanced combat with 
satellite and other communications to make 
for a very wired warrior. 

This system wil! get its baptism by fire 
south of the border, down Mexico way, with 
a variety of urban-based missions. "The 
Ghost Recon fans were screaming out for 
something just for them, so we decided to 
give them what they wanted,’ explains 
Adrian Lacey, the game's senior coordinator. 
"We also added more realism to the strong 
tactical PC-style gameplay.” 

According to Lacey, refinements to the 
game engine will mean more responsive Al, 
with enemy units that might react to your 
position with flanking movement. The qual- 
ity and experience of the enemy will differ 
depending on whether you're fighting the 
"querilleros; the Mexican army, or enemy 
Special Forces. “I'll let you guess which is the 
hardest to confront; says Lacey. 

Multiplayer is also getting a makeover 
that uses supply lines and conquered zones 
In order to shun "Quake-like rushes” in favor 
of team-based tactical play. This even ap- 
plies in the cooperative modes. “You'll find 
all the features from the single-player cam- 
paign, including the ability to lead human 
teammates through the cross-com. While 
some games require people to play with 
headsets to know what they are doing, we 
are using the command Interface to issue 
orders and watch teammates progress.” 

As for the future, Adam Novickas won't 
say where they plan on taking the Tom 
Clancy brand, but he offers one cryptic hint: 
"Given the vision for the brand and its enor- 
mous success, we would be foolish to limit 
ourselves to three franchises.” 
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BLURB! CSI: 3 Dimensions of Murder 


Developer Telltale Games Publisher Ubisoft Release Date Spring 2006 


it's Like: CSI 
The Buzz: It's no mystery that 
CSI has its devout followers. 
The show has spawned two 
spin-offs and launched a suc- 
cessful game franchise that lets 
you solve some intriguing 
cases, The latest edition, which 
will once again feature most of 
the show's cast, utilizes a new 
3D engine to further immerse 
you in the world of rotting 
corpses and blood-soaked 
crime scenes. With five new 
cases penned by the show's writers, 3 Dimensions of Murder promises to offer 
greater interaction with the environment, so you're doing more than mere “pixel 
hunting" while trying to pick up every clue. The hope is to create a more challenging | 
game. Additionally, there will be a focus on determining how to use clues you've | 
gathered, rather than just handing them over to the resident computer geek who | 
puts the pieces together for you. -Peter Sudu | 
١ 





CDV's 2006 varied lineup is real-time and action-filled BY CINDY YANS 


DV is releasing a verita- 

ble plethora of titles in 
J North America in 2006, 
and most of them cater to 
the strategy-wargame afi- 
cionado, with a few surprises 
thrown in for good measure. 

In the action game realm, 
UberSoldier, by Burut 
Creative Team, is a historical 
sci-fi first-person shooter 
placing you in the boots of 
Karl Stolz, an officer who was 
killed while leading a 
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Wehrmacht patrol at the pc 3 "n 

height of WWII. Rather than ^ esi EE 24 “ይቻ: 
grateful for having been Through telekinetic powers, many environmental objects can ከዩ used as 
brought back to life, you are weapons in UberSoldier. But there are always guns. 

extremely pissed and become the ultimate “Rage, which raises your hit points. The 
Nazi zombie out for revenge. Bloody and game has fully destructible environments 
brutal, the game rewards you for such acts and rag doll physics, and it equips you with 
as three consecutive headshots, giving you ህሠ to 16 authentic weapons of the perlod. 
"Fury" which raises your temporal shield. DarkStar One is an action RPG that places 
Three consecutive melee kills earn you you in the adventures of Kayron and the 









"REAL COMBAT. REAL DA DANGER. | 


The time for dull level grinding and one-key " 
combat is officially over. DUNGEONS & DRAGONS” Yl 
ONLINE™: Stormreach™ is the most dangerous and ` 

' ا‎ online game ever devised. Prepare for a ~ 

: 57010] gaming experience that puts you and your 

e team in the middle of real-time combat within 

r ج‎ ወብ private dungeons. Outwit, outfight . 

>and outsmart yourfoes - or die trying (a lot). | 
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DarkStar One space ship in a vast universe 
of aliens, friendly and not-so-friendly, as he 
seeks to avenge his father’s death. 

American Conquest: Divided Nation, de- 
veloped by Revolution of Strategy, is the 
latest title in the series and takes place in 
19th-century America. The classic real- 
time strategy game allows you to take on 
various roles, including a Civil War general 
and Texas militia member, or a Mexican 
commander in the Texas War of 
Independence. Lots of old-world black- 
and-white film footage of that era is 
woven into the graphical palette, and a 
new Battle Mode includes pioneer troops 
with heavy static artillery, submarines, 
timed explosive charges, and more, with 
nine full campaigns. 


Also in the RTS camp are Cossacks Il: Battle 


for Europe Expansion, War Front: Turning 
Point, Heroes of the Annihilated Empire, Seven 
Kingdoms: Conquest, 
and three Blitzkrieg 
expansions. The 
Cossacks expansion 
continues to focus on 
the early 19th cen- 
tury and the 
Napoleonic wars. As 
the first official ex- 
pansion, it offers new 
buildings and units 
and three new na- 
tions, as well as the 
historical battles of 
Borodino and 
Waterloo. It also in- 
creases the number 
of missions and re- 
gions in the strategic 
Battle for Europe 
game mode. War 
Front is an alternate 
history game that 
supposes Hitler was 
assassinated very early in WWII, resulting in 
a whole new timeline, incorporating a vari- 
ety of experimental weapons. Heroes of the 
Annihilated Empire utilizes some RPG ele- 
ments in a mythical fantasy world where 
four races battle amid novelizations by 
writer llya Novak. 

Seven Kingdoms: Conquest, from 
Warlords Battlecry developer Infinite 
Interactive, is the third installment in the 
series, with a timeline that spans 6,000 
years of history, from the Bronze Age to 
modern marines and futuristic 'mechs, in 
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[clockwise from top) It's death from above as Green Devils introduces the first air- 
borne Blitzkrieg campaign; A wide variety of weaponry gives players access to 
many different strategles in American Conquest: Divided Nation; Barbarossa recre- 
ates the historical conflicts that occurred between the Soviet Union and Germany 
in 1941; Lula 3D: Nice pole she has there. 


two campaigns. The Blitzkrieg expansions 
are solely digital distributions that re- 
quire installation of the original game. 
Mission Kursk takes players to the Eastern 
front as the Germans launch their last of- 
fensive on Russian soil; Barbarossa offers 
nine German campaign missions; and 
Green Devils introduces the first airborne 
campaign to Blitzkrieg fans. Glory of the 
Roman Empire is a city/empire builder that 
challenges players to expand a small vil- 
lage into an epic empire across ancient 
Europe, while Hotel Empire 2 is a business 
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sim that allows you to explore the ins and 
outs of becoming a hotelier. 

Finally, in a real departure from the 
norm, there's Lula 3D. Thanks to a decision 
that the game could be "too hot for retail, 
this too is only available via download. An 
adult-themed adventure, it spins a tale 
about Lula, the curvaceous producer of 
erotic movies, who is hot on the trail of kid- 
nappers who have swiped three of her 
biggest stars. | 
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Come to Paradise for your (own) 
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! he player is a problem” 

That's where Benoit Sokal, the cre- 
ator of the critically acclaimed 
Syberia and the upcoming Paradise, is com- 

ing from when it comes to game design. 
Accustomed to significantly more control 
over his creations (his initial success came 
as a graphic novelist in Europe), Sokal finds 
that the problem of players and how they 
approach a game, affecting the pace and 
possibly altering the experience, is the chief 
hurdle he faces in creating games that fea- 
ture true and affecting emotional content. 
It's pretty tough to get someone to cry out 
of anything more than frustration when 
they've spent an hour flailing away at a puz- 
zle. If that emotion trumps the one the 
game is supposed to create, the whole en- 
terprise could be sunk. 

Emotional storytelllng is Sokal's great 
goal in Paradise, a classic point-and-click ad- 
venture with beautifully painted visuals. It 
tells a story of love and hate between a fa- 
ther and his daughter, Ann Smith, the pro- 
tagonist, begins the game with a nasty case 
of amnesia following a plane crash. 
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emotional rescue BY ROBERT COFFEY 








In contrast to the wintry whimsy of 
Syberia, Paradise takes place in the fictional 
African country of Maurania, a slightly sinis- 
ter world that isn't quite Africa but rather 
“the Africa of my childhood, as | imagined it 
then, as a child in Belgium,” says Sokal. "I 
want the player to explore the world, but 
my world, because l'm not interested in re- 
ality—my world is better." As a result, the 
four playable regions have a dreamy, story- 
book quality. 

A lot of that dreamy feeling derives di- 
rectly from the graphics, which are achingly 
gorgeous. Drenched with color, rich in de- 
tail, and suffused with beautiful lighting, 
every environment shows off the graphic 
novelist still lurking in Sokal's heart. And, 
while much of the game will be played in 
these static 2D environments, Paradise will 
also feature first-person real-time 3D move- 
ment as Ann discovers a spiritual connec- 
tion with a mysterious black leopard. 
Exploration in her dreamtime leopard form 
will reveal new aspects of who she is and 
help bring her to her ultimate, tragic fate. 

About that tragic fate—it's not a spoiler. 
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If you're going to wake up somewhere with 


amnesia, you could do a lot worse than this. 


Sokal and his team are being very candid 
about the unhappy ending because, to 
them, the game is far more about the jour- 
ney than the destination. This brings us 
right back to the whole emotion issue and 
Sokal’s struggle to create something worthy 
of being called art in the gaming medium. 

"| use the dialogues, the music, the 
scenery, to create feeling. | want you to dis- 
cover the story through the characters,’ he 
Says. "It is a story and art first, and a game 
second.’ To that end, the puzzles most likely 
won't bruise the brains of even modestly 
experienced gamers. Simple environmental 
obstacles, chiefly in the form of limits on 
your access to places and people (expect to 
use your inventory frequently to open 
locks) are being used to provide a modicum 
of challenge without disrupting the flow of 
the story. They also give Sokal back some of 
the control a game demands he surrender 
to the player. 

It's a formula that worked well, albeit in a 
strikingly different way, in providing emo- 
tional depth to Indigo Prophecy. Perhaps 
Sokal can pull it off too, 88 
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A LEGEND RETURNS. ለ NEW ERA IN STRATEGY DAWNS. 
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Star Trek: Legacy squeezes every era of the franchise for all it's worth 


BY CINDY YANS 





Developer Mad Doc Software Publisher Bethesda Release Date Fall 2006 


he Star Trek franchise will turn 40 years 

old this fall, and its cult appeal has sur- 

vived the entire four decades. As early 
as 1971, a text-based game called simply 
Star Trek, was initially programmed by high- 
school student Mike Mayfield on a Sigma 7 
at a University in Irvine, CA. It was eventu- 
ally ported to several Hewlett Packard ma- 
chines, and enjoyed by about, oh, 23 geeks 
worldwide. It then moved to DEC BASIC, 
NOVA, and others, until the early days of the 
home computer encouraged other gaming 
applications to explode. The first commer- 
cial text-based Star Trek game was 1986's 
Star Trek: The Promethean Prophecy. Since 
then, various entities have batted the Star 
Trek license back and forth; recently Simon & 


Schuster had a go at it, Activision took its 
turn, all with varying degrees of success. 
Now, Bethesda has gained the rights to the 
entlre franchise. 

Mad Doc Software already has a Star Trek 
game under its belt, Star Trek: Armada Il, so 
it's no stranger to the lore. Star Trek: Legacy 
for the PC and Xbox 360 squeezes every era 
of the franchise for all it's worth. 

"Legacy concerns the entire franchise; says 
Bethesda producer Charles Harribey as he 
runs through a tech demo with some impres- 
sive models traveling through asteroid belts 
across Technicolor extrapolated Mandelbrot 
and Julia sets. “This is the big flagship game 
for us. It starts off with the Archer Enterprise 
and goes all the way to the end” 
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As any Trekkie will be able to tell you, 
that's one huge timeline. You'll be able to 
command fleets in any of the discreet eras, 
including all of the major ships. The single- 
player Federation campaign spans three 
full epochs (Enterprise, The Original Series, 
and The Next Generation), and in multi- 
player, you're looking at over 60 ships and 
four playable races including the Borg, 
Romulans, the Klingons, and the 
Federation. 

"Each has its own distinct advantages, 
disadvantages, and phllosophy on how 
they build their fleets and how their ships 
are constructed; says Harribey. "So the 
Federation might be extremely well bal- 
anced, where the ships are very defen- 





sive-oriented, keeping the crew alive, and 
making sure you're aware of everything 
that's going on. Whereas the Klingons 
maybe are very attack focused, so it's less 
about defense, and more about really 
heavy offense—fast, really hard-hitting 
ships that come in and really wipe some- 
body out.” 

The multiplayer game has you starting 
out in very discrete corners of the universe, 
so you'll need to perform a fair amount of 
recon before figuring out how to wage bat- 
tle. But you'll have the equipment to do so. 
You might make the decision to make a re- 
ally light task force with Defiance type 
ships—really quick and nimble—and do a 
quick run at the enemy and return. Or you 
may go all-out Excelsior from the get-go. 
"Virtually every ship in the Star Trek universe 
is in this game, says Harribey, but you're lim- 
ited to the one of the time period you're in. 
The game will embellish the fleets, though, 
so that they're a little more robust" 


The single-player campaign is mission 
based, and you get to decide how to build 
your fleet, and which captain will control 
which vessel. The captains all have different 
personalities that have a distinct influence 
over how they work the ship and the crew, 
and you, the player, can jump into any ship 
at any time to directly control it, or you can 
control your entire fleet in a more global 
fashion. “Part of the objective is finding out 
what is the enemy up to: 'Where is he going? 
What's he got?’ And then you need to put 
the right resources together to counter that,” 
says Harribey. Because the environments are 
so large and fully 3D, you'll be able to use 
geography to your advantage by hiding be- 
hind planets, or in nebulae. 

This is an ambitious project that will be 
interesting if they can make the vision work. 
But Star Trek games have a shaky legacy, 
and those guys who go to conventions car- 
rying phasers and wearing pointy Vulcan 
ears, well, they're a really tough sell. ፪፪ 


Medieval 2: Total War 


t The Creative Assembly ፡ SEGA 


it's Like: Getting Medieval. Again. 

The Buzz: The next next chapter 

in the acclaimed, seven-years-in- 

the-making, Tatal War series is 

set between the years 1080- 

1530, from the golden age of 

chivalry through the discovery of 

America. Medieval 2 will be a 

tribute to the development of 

weaponry and warfare tech- 

niques, Same-type units will no 

longer be quite so "cookie cut- 

ter,” with variations in armor, 

pose, and visage. Troaps and cav- 

alry uniforms will become gradually muddied and bloodstained through the course of 
battle. More than 250 new units split over 21 factions, each with new special abilities 
for a variety of battle tactics. The game will also highlight the religious wars of the pe- 
riod, with 21 playable factions for custom battle and multiplayer, including England, 
France, Scotland, Holy Roman Empire, Denmark, Spain, Portugal, Milan, Venice, Papal 
States, Sicily, Poland, Russia, Hungary, Byzantium, The Turks, Egypt, The Moors, The 
Mongols, The Tumurids, and The Aztecs. 
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Not Throwing Up 


Prey sings, “Upside down you turn me, inside out, and round and round" 


BY ROBERT COFFEY 


Developer Human Head Studios Publisher 2K Games Release Date Summer 2006 


«rhe trick is not throwing up. Not letting 
the constant topsy-turvying upside- 
downing and flipping grab my stomach 

and force it up my throat. Like Descent used 

to do. Once | got over that, it's actually 
pretty fun, except for the constantly being 
dead because the jerk hanging from the 

ceiling like a bat just murdered me with a 

lethal shower of acld. 

Prey's multiplayer is limited to just two 


modes, Deathmatch and Team Deathmatch. 


So, while the guys at Human Head Studios 
arent reinventing the BFG here, they aren't 
above loading it with some new kind of 
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ammo. Everything that will make single- 
player Prey unique is being folded into the 
multiplayer game, hence my lurching 
through the appropriately named “Escher 
1" map. Prey features wall walking, cour- 
tesy of special surfaces that carve path- 
ways up walls and across ceilings. So, on 
the rare occasion | get a bead on another 
player, | can't Just run into a room after 
them because It’s quite likely I'll be killed 
by my quarry because they've run up to 
the ceiling. Making the tactical adjustment 
of having to consider an entire sphere of 
potential attacks beyond the usual field of 
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ledges and whatnot is challenging. |! takes 
a while to get used to looking in entirely 
new places for entirely old things, includ- 
ing getting ammo, weapons and health 
packs which are frequently located on ceil- 
ing walkways. 

Or maybe it's the floor. |! can be hard to 
tell. In the single-player game you'll be re- 
quired to manipulate gravity in order to 
solve some puzzles but in Deathmatch 
gravity-flipping is done by the environment. 
Darting into these blue-highlighted 
zones—and they are everywhere —is to sur- 
render yourself to an abrupt reorganization 
of up and down. Master them and you can 
use them to your advantage, leaping into a 
gravity zone to zoom to a ceiling, spin 
around, and frag your pursuer before they 
realize what (and who) is up. | tried to do 
this and found myself drunkenly bumbling 
about the level, desperately trying to reori- 
ent myself. Luckily Prey multiplayer sports a 
great reset feature: anytime you're disori- 
ented another player wil! murder you and 
every respawn comes with a complimentary 








return to an upright position. 

Staying oriented is further complicated 
since every level is littered with Prey's signa- 
ture portals, little holes to somewhere else 
that pop open to let you go somewhere 
clear across the map. Most gamers are 
going to love the strategy and surprise the 
portals will give them. As for me, ! just got 
lost and found myself running in circles 
over a large, throbbing alien cyst that was 
standing in for the floor on one map. Then | 
got in a firefight, circle-strafed my way right 


through two gravity zones, and fell up dead. 


While | proved that | couldn't get my 
head around Prey's dimensional mind 
games, at least the weapons made sense. 
Virtually every weapon in Prey is based on 
organic, alien life forms. Again, Prey isn't out 
to reinvent the BFG—-as weird as the 
weaponry in the game may look, every gun 
works in a very familiar and traditional way, 
complete with primary and alternate fire 
modes. Where they differ is that the 
grenade launcher isn't launching grenades 
but exploding three-legged spiders. Those 
three-legged spiders are also the game's 


[above] Those silver platforms are the 
walkways that let you walk on walls 
and ceilings. [left] These little bas- 
tards are basically antibodies created 
by the alien ship to kill you. 


throwing grenades, deployed as 
either frag or proximity 
grenades depending how many 
legs you rip off them. The most 
unique weapon? That would be 
the leech gun, which can 
change its attack type by swap- 
ping out ammo at various 
nodes. | aot tired of the default 
explosive qoo and charged my 
leech gun up with a very sweet 
freeze ray, Then i died. 
Then again, maybe | should 
just stick with the spirit bow. 
Spirit walking —the ability to 
leave your body and go all 
ghostlike—is carried over from 
the single-player mode. You only 
get one weapon while spirit 
walking (that bow) but it pack 
huge punch. The only real difference in mul- 
tiplayer is that you cannot enter spirit mode 
indefinitely but are on a timer, You can ex- 
tend your spirit walk time with power-ups, 
but these poltergeist sorties will still be 
fairly brief. it's a good fit for me: f'm rarely 
alive long enough to use up the timer and 
you can't use the walkways in spirit form. 
You know, maybe | ዘ just stick with the 
single-player when the game ships this 
summer. [| leave Prey's unique and enjoy- 
able Deatmatching to those with a chance 
of winning. 88 
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INCOMING 


Publisher Paradox Interactive Developer Stormregion 


erman developer Stormregion has al- 

ready cranked out two critically ac- 

claimed WWII real-time strategy 
games in the action-packed Codename: 
Panzers series. Both feature terrific game- 
play and a splendid graphic engine that 
helps them stand out in a crowded market. 
The developer is going back to that familiar 
well again, but this time it's dropping some 
of the serious side and providing some- 
thing more speculative, and perhaps more 
entertaining, 

The game gets its name from its Allled 
and Russian campaigns. You must assault 
quickly to get to Berlin and end the war. The 
game will mark your progress by timing you 
as you drive for the capital. If you go too 
slow, things will get tougher. It wil! include 
26 missions, providing players with plenty 
of chances to rush for victory. 

There's also a fantasy element to the mis- 
sions. They feature an unlockable German 
campaign based on an alternate history time- 
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"Rush d Berlin; BY DAN LONG: 


Release Date Spring 2006 


line, where Hitler was 
killed in the coup attempt. 
The Germans find a way to 
build many of their experi- 
mental vehicles that never 
became available before 
the end of the war, so you 
get a bunch of new toys to 
play with. 

The graphic engine has 
been upgraded, and more 
changes can be found un- 
derneath its picturesque 
surface. Not only do you 
have to build units in some of the single- 
player battles—just like in most every stan- 
dard RTS-—some now have special abilities 
available to help turn the tide. Officers can 
give their armored vehicle a one-hit kill, or 
enhance movement of nearby vehicles, to 
use two examples. 

The core combat doesn't seem to have 
changed too much. It still takes multiple hits 


regio brings. back the Pe with. 
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Protecting the Louvre! 


to knock out tanks, spotting quickly and effi- 
clently is still critical, and you must supply 
your forces to keep them rolling. The real ex- 
citement will come from using all the new 
equipment and abilities, There could be a lit- 
tle déja vu for those that have spent a lot of 
time with the Panzers games, but when the 
developers are building from such a solid 
base, it's hard to complain too strongly. 17 
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With cheaper high-definition displays, simpler networking, and other new 
technologies, your PC may find a new home in the living room BY PETER sUCIU 
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how could anyone forget WebTV? But this time, it looks like the con- 
vergence of digital entertainment, the Internet, and gaming is about 
to happen. This could mean an even greater focus on downloadable movies, 
music, and games; shared network files; bigger displays for video; and mul- 
tichannel surround sound. 
All these things will come with a price: No one said getting connected 
would be cheap. But at least it should be easier. 


W e've all heard about how the PC will be invading the living room— 


Viiv(a) Intel or "Live" with AMD If Intel has its way, it will remain a very big part 
of this digitally connected home. It has launched its new Viiv technology-based 
PCs. Much as its Centrino technology in laptops consists of an integrated proces- 
sor and wireless networking, Viiv is a processor/video combination designed to 
fulfill all of your media needs. |! utilizes the Media Center edition of Windows XP 
and lets you "take charge of your media,’ as the marketing spiel goes, It's de- 
signed to be plugged into your TV; it can be aTivo; it can share photos and 
music... in other words, it's all of the things you can currently do with your PC, 
assuming you can cobble together a bunch of parts. In theory, Viiv makes this a 
lot easier. It will require some beefy hardware to run all this entertainment good- 
ness, however, including the dual-core Intel Pentium D or Pentium Extreme 
Edltion processor. Laptops will need to have a new Intel Core Duo CPU. 

At January's Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, Intel announced a few 
key content partnerships with some major entertainment and online players, in- 
cluding DirecTV, AOL, Yahoo, and MTV Networks. This arrangement includes on- 
demand entertainment in the forms of music, games, and movies via MovieLink, 
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Yahoo MusicMatch, and DiSCover, but the 
actual delivery of any content won't be set 
until much later this year. So if you buy a 
4 Viiv-based PC today, you'll still have to wait 
- a while before ordering up something to 
play or watch. 

This delay could give rival AMD time to 
get rolling with its own “Live” brand, which 
was also unveiled at CES. Live PCs are 
scheduled to ship after the first Viiv ma- 
chines appear, signaling a battle of the 
brands complete with stickers on the cases 
of the respective computers. 

And one thing is clear from both camps: 
neither [5 attempting to make a direct as- 
sault on the living room. Both will utilize 
home networking, so the PC can be stashed 
in the home office or den but controlled via 
a remote control through your TV. 





Media Center of the World The rationale 
for this connected dream home is that one 
powerful PC can download content and 
stream it to various locations around the 
house for the entire family. But unless you're 
doing a This Old House-style renovation that 
involves ripping out walls to lay miles of RJ- 
45 cable, you're most likely going to need to 
find another solution to get content from 
point À to point B. 

Fortunately, wireless technology has 
vastly improved and offers speeds that 
could get gamers to reconsider cutting the 
Ethernet cord. Recent releases and an- 
nouncements from Linksys, Netgear, and 
Belkin show that others are taking advan- 
tage of the battle for control of the living 
room. (Maybe these accessory and network 
device companies should be considered the 


war profiteers.) 

| To get your digital content moving, you'll 
need a device like the Linksys WRT54GX4 
Wireless-G broadband router, with its built- 
in four-port switch. You can use it with 
other devices, such as a network hard drive 
llke the 320GB Western Digital Netcenter. 
The latter is good if 
you need 


















to do a lot of file or printer sharing on your 
home network or if you need space to store 
those files. The Netcenter is protected with 
a firewall, and you can connect up to two 
external devices to it via USB. On the down- 
side, you generally can't launch a game 
from a network drive; for that, you can use 
an external drive, like Western Digital's 
lighted 320GB drive, which connects to the 
PC via the USB port. 

Back in the living room, you can connect a 
Media Center PC to your home entertainment 
system, and a number of companies from 
Dell to Alienware make solid machines 
for this task. But there are other, 
more subtle approaches. The 
Thunderbridge Media 

Extender allows you to con- 

nect to your PC remotely 

and access its audio and 
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video; it even includes media card slots so you 
can torment your friends and families with 
your digital photos. This slim unit features a 
design more at home next to a high-end DVD 
player than the typical! boxy PC-centric exten- 
ders; it also has greater entertainment func- 
tionafity, including the capability to up-con- 
vert video files to 720p or 1080i. 


Displays for Play Until recently, playing PC 
games on the TV was a far from ideal experi- 
ence. Now, the latest generation of dis- 
plays—those of the high-definition vari- 
ety—has taken things to a whole new level. 
Last fall's introductions of the Xbox 360 (and 
the recent announcement of its optional 
HD-DVD optical drive add-on) and the up- 
coming Blu-Ray-based PlayStation 3 are of- 
fering proof that living room gaming doesn't 
have to be a low-resolution affair. So why 





not play PC games there as well? 
Most new progressive scan televi- 
sions—flat panel plasma and LCD 
sets, as well as microdisplay TVs in- 
cluding DLP—offer PC inputs. 
Many of these displays’ problems, 
which ranged from burn-in on 
plasmas to response-time issues with 
LCDs that resulted in ghost-like images, have 
been addressed with more recent models. 
For the money, microdisplays offer the 
best value and are the most gamer-friendly 
of the bunch. Basically, the set contains 
miniprojectors: A lamp bounces light 
through a tiny, pixel-filled microchip and 


uses mirrors to cast the image on the screen. 


CRT rear-projection sets were often enor- 
mous and were plagued by major image re- 
tention problems. LCD rear-projection, DLP, 


“No one said getting connected would be 
cheap. But at least it should be easier.’ 


and LCoS (Liquid Crystal on Silicon) don't 
rely on the same light guns and thus have 
no static image issues to contend with. They 
are also only about 12 to 17 inches deep for 
50- to 65-inch sets. 

Samsung is currently leading the pack of 
gamer-friendly sets with its DLP 87 Series, all 
of which feature its Cinema Smooth Gen 7 
Light Engine. These include 50-inch ($2,899), 
56-inch ($3,199), and 61-inch ($3,599) sets, 
which arrive in April. These models offer 
1080p support from two HDMI inputs, USB 
1.1 connectivity for photo viewing, and a 
"Game Mode’ for consoles and PCs with en- 
hanced response time and boosted audio. 

To help you take control of your home 
entertainment system, the new Acoustic 
Research "Wi-Q" Model ARR2470 Universal 
Remote Control from Thomson offers wi-fi 


Ontione 


functionality, It provides 

personalized services via an on-remote 
Electronic Program Guide that delivers 
news, sports, and weather directly to a mini- 
LCD screen. This lets you search for pro- 
grams and get information without having 
to send any data to the TV. (We are truly a 
nation of lazy people.) 

In addition to the display, you'll want 
some sound for your games and music. For 
the living 
roam or den, 
the Creative 
GigaWorks 
ProGamer 
GSSOW might 
just be the top gaming speaker system to 
come along in a long while. |! takes the ex- 
cellent G500 system up a notch by going 
wireless with the rear speakers. Using it 
along with the Creative Decoder DDTS- 
100, you'll be able to get big sound for 
your connected home. 


The Future Is... Now While were still a 
ways from the home of the Jetsons, the liv- 
ing room of the very near future won't be 
complete without a lot of wired (or wire- 
lessly connected) devices that let you do 
more with your media without getting off 
the couch. With a Media Center PC, a re- 
mote control, and a network, you'll be set. 

Now, if only you had a robot butler that 
could get you à cool drink from the kitchen. 
Maybe in 2007. ፪፪ 


720p. 1080i. 480p. You hear these numbers thrown around when 
talking about TVs, but what do they mean? This year the buzz con- 
tinues to be 1080p resolutlon, which is actually a considerable jump 
from 720p or 1080i resolution, 
In PC resolution terms, the currently popular display mode of 720p 
equates to 1280x720 pixels. The next mode, 1080i or 1080p, is 1920x1080, 


1080p Js considered the ultimate sweet spot for high-definition content over 
1080i because It's a progressive scan image. Progressive scan formats—480p, 720p. 
and now 1080p— display all lines of resolution in a single pass. 1080i is interlaced, 
which means that only half the lines are "painted" or displayed on the screen at a time. 
While this is done within a 30th of a second, it makes for a less smooth image. 
It's often been debated whether a 720p signal is superior to a 1080i one. Now, with 
1080p, it's a moot point; it's the best HD resolution available. 











The War of the Formats 


Forget Xbox 360 vs. PlayStation 3; the 
real war for the living room is going to 
be fought between two camps hoping 
to come up with the successor to DVD. 
On one side is Toshiba-led HD-DVD, 
backed by the DVD Forum and such 
companies as Intel, Microsoft, NEC, and 
Thomson RCA. Both Toshiba and 
Thomson are releasing players this 
year for under $500. 

HD-DVD’s rival is Blu-Ray. It's backed 
by a group of major consumer electron- 
ics manufacturers that includes 
Matsushita Electric industrial 
(Panasonic), Samsung, and Sony. 
Pioneer and Samsung have announced 
their first products, at much less con- 
sumer-friendly prices of $1800 and 
$1200, respectively. The most impor- 
tant Blu-Ray player will be Sony's 
PlayStation 3, which will also arrive this 
year and will most likely go for 5399. 

The HD-DVD format will probably 
get an early boost, with about 100 ti- 
tles arriving by the holidays. Sony 
plans at least 20 Blu-Ray movies. Both 
formats were developed on blue-laser 
technology that enables three times 
the storage of a standard DVD. You 
need that much storage because both 
formats support 1080p and multichan- 
nel OTS-HD surround sound. While 
these systems won't be compatible 
with each other, both will be backward 
compatible with existing DVDs. 

So let the format war begin. While it's 
hard to pick a winner, there's little doubt 
that early adopters will be the losers. 
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Entrepreneurs telecommute to seal international 


publishing deals in Europe 





"E" he business cards for Steve Milburn 

B and Doug McCallum of Meridian4 

L give their titles as “Marketing Guy” 
and "Production Guy; respectively, which 
is refreshing in this era of "Vice President 
and Uber-Director-God of Public 
Relations, Sales, and Marketing.’ Milburn is 
the former director of marketing for 
Strategy First, the publisher most likely to 
throw everything but the kitchen sink into 
stores, The pair founded Meridian4 with 
Andrew Sher (known as "Business Guy") in 
2005, after which they released the ac- 
tion-RPG Space Hack by Polish developer 
Rebelmind."We founded Meridian so that 
we can bring to market the types of games 
that we like to play/ says Milburn. 

Meridian4 has two games scheduled for 

release in 2006, with additional ones 
planned for later in the year. Daemonica is a 
3D mystery/adventure that is somewhat 
reminiscent of Divine Divinity with its top- 
down perspective and corridor environ- 
ments, You explore the gloomy surround- 
ings of the slowly dying city of Cavorn, 
where a murder has taken place. During 
your investigation, you will need to speak 
with the dead, who become available to 
you after you drink a particular potion con- 
cocted from herbs you have gathered. It's a 
text-heavy game, and there's some simple 
button-mashing combat. You are able to 
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travel within an auto-map where locations 
become available once you have visited 
them, as you puzzle your way toward one of 
three possible endings depending on your 
gameplay choices. 

The title is being developed in 
Czechoslovakia by RAlmages, in conjunction 
with Cinemax (not the one that tends to 
spring to mind), and "Daemonica"is the main 
language of the demons in the game. The 
Meridian4 folks plan to leave portions of the 
Czech dialogue in place to serve as this “mys- 
terious demon language: They do run the risk 
of demystifying the game for anyone who 
speaks Czech, but they're not too worried 
about that with a North American release. 

Meridian4's second title, Shadowgrounds, 


















[above] The amhience in 
Shadowlands is very gritty, with 
plenty of blood and gore for ail. [left] 
Daemonica has a very intuitive inter- 
face, although you cannot rotate oh- 
jects within it. 

comes from Finnish developer 

Frozenbyte. This top-down ac- 

tion-shooter looks like Raven's 
old-school Take No Prisoners. It 
takes place on Ganymede — one 
of the moons of Jupiter—a land 
that is replete with alien hordes and discos. 

Gameplay is straightforward, with multiple 

levels, upgradable weapons, and 2- to 4- 

person co-op multiplayer, utilizing a single 
computer and gamepads. Finally, Great 

Journey—Mr. Penguin's Letter is a children's 

adventure, also by Rebelmind, In which 
young Tony and Annie endeavor to save 

Antarctica without the use of violence. All 

three titles are budget-priced and should be 
out this spring via both digital distribution 
and retail outlets. 

While Milburn and McCallum have worked 
closely with the European developers, nei- 
ther has ever visited Poland, Finland, or 
Czechoslovakia. In fact, at the moment, the 
three founders are working from their homes 
and have adhered to the "Don't quit your day 

job" philosophy, creating business 
application software in their not-so- 
spare time. They're looking toward 
the day when Meridian4 has its own 
office. When asked how they find 
these developers, Milburn says, "They 
find us, actually. We put out press re- 
leases and, amazingly enough, there 
they are! Our strategic partnerships 
make it worthwhile for them as well as 
for us.“ - Cindy Yans 
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Starstruck ^ 


Serious gamers weigh-in on our best games of 2005 


Last month, we picked our top games of 2005. We had our rea- 

sons for our choices, but plenty of people disagree. A lot. And they 

tend to post reviews on websites like amazon.com and ebgames.com. 
So here are some of the best of the worst comments about some of 

our best games of last year. 


Take-Two in Everyone's Sights—It’s com- 
ing from all angles at Take-Two. The Los 
Angeles city attorney's office has sued 
the company over the "Hot Coffee" se- 


Civilization IV Battlefield 2 quence in Grand Theft Auto San Andreas. 
"This game is total garbage! You can “If you like playing a game that has In unrelated news, Take-Two audit com- 
play through the whole thing in NO STORYLINE WHATSOEVER but has mittee chair Barbara Kaczynski resigned 
about an hour and then never want great graphics, it's a good game to on January 19; a letter from her lawyers 
to play it again.” have. But going from place to place cited her reasons as concerns over "Hot 

and doing ‘whatever’ sucks. Give me Coffee," its subsequent FTC investiga- 
"Whatis it with the huge people set my FAR CRY!” tion, and various SEC inquiries directed 
against the tiny cities and villages? at the company. She also believed there 
Can't Sid Meier design to scale like Guild Wars was an "increasingly unhealthy relation- 
most modern designers do?" "It's the worst game I've ever played. ship between senior management and 
An old Mario game from the NES has the board of directors" The New York 
^| WAS REALLY HOPING THAT THEY better graphics than this. You can't Post printed Take Two's response, saying 
WOULD FINALLY MAKE IT A BIT MORE even jump unless you type '/jump!"" that was a personal view "not shared by 
REALISTIC. BUT 800000000007 other board members: Finally, Banc of 
Dragonshard America analyst and former dead actor 

Cail af Duty 2 “Point blank, this game is LAME, Gary Cooper downgraded the com- 
"This is a moneymaking plan. | am LAME, LAME!” pany’s stock from “neutral” to “sell” 
asking you all to wait on your pur- pointing out that it’s burning cash at an 
chase until the expansion comes out “This is bad from the install all the “alarming rate..." Crysis at EA— 
to show Activision that we will not way to the uninstall.” Electronic Arts announced the next 
be lured by their ‘tricks’ to make peo- game from FarCry developer Crytek, the 
ple buy more and more. | want you Grand Theft Auta San Andreas cleverly monikered-so-as-to-work-part- 
guys to be educated about the gam- "| could do without the N-word and of-the-developer's-name-into-the-title, 


ing business.” F-bombs." Crysis. Little specific information is 
known at this time, but the press release 
says, “shooter fans will face a new kind 
of gameplay challenge requiring adap- 
tive tactics and customization of 
weapons and armor in dynamic, hostile 
environments as mankind struggles to 
survive In the face of a horrific alien in- 
vasion.’ In other news, future Crytek 
games will sucely figure out other clever 
ways to work “Cry” into the name. Here 
are some freebies: Cryogenic, Cryme 
and Punishment, CryBaby.... Dawn of 
Expansions—THQ announced a second 
expansion for its Warhammer 40K RTS 
on this dog.” Dawn of War. It will include two new 
-Arcade legend Eugene Jarvis on the recent playable races, one of which will be 
console remake af his classic NARC. theair 





“You have no life, you only focus 
on gaming, putting off every- 
thing, like getting a haircut.” 


-A gamer describing his habit in an AP story on 
videogame addiction in South Korea. 













“My apologies to any fans of the 
original who wasted their stash 
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n the beginning, there is the nameless, sexless character. And then, as if by miraculous inception, he 
or she is named. And rolled. And is sent out into a dangerous world, overtaken by monsters, in which 
it's unsafe for average folks to sally forth. 

There can be no discussion of computerized role-playing games without a nod to Dungeons & Dragons. It 
gave geeks in the early 1970s something to do on weekends and forged an entire generation of gamers with 
the help of some dice and a few pewter figures. It also gave the world the paradigm of character creation, ex- 
perience, and growth. 

These three elements are now standard in almost all RPGs, whether they're played with dice, a keyboard, or 
a gamepad. The computer quickly became a bastion of creativity in role-playing, and it was one of the first 


places where D&D was emulated 


በክ nm ሀ: sm ፻በ ከ8 Hu DH EH ED ፲፪ [8 mp EH gi us un ፲፪ EQ 88 | : ! 
add  Nddd معط‎ di 5554 ቲስ En + aba 4 liio ai pt 5555 5588 ከ5. bit dio ENS 9 Mm — 5 ጨ፦- ቭ bad modd mee | a ጨመ 


EMILITSLI 
a bata 
tu 


MAINS i n Te tele IL CAMS tt 
INT’. “ter Grp court" 
IHUSTELE BOMEM Kal ) (١ 414 US 





A TOP OF THE ORCHARD SOFTWARE PRODUCT 


Marre PaA NE 





ጸ8በ8ዜዘዜዘዘጽዘጽዘ፳የ6፪6የ6የ eee eee eee 








a4‏ س ا 








D&D and dnd 
In 1974, Gary Whisenhunt and Ray Wood 
were attending Southern Illinois University 
and majoring in psychology. At the time, the 
state's college network had a massive bul- 
letin-board-style computer system known as 
PLATO. This system was amazing for its day 
and featured one of the first message-board 
programs ever created. Given that it was a 
hotbed of collaboration and user interac- 
tion, illicit programs began appearing within 
the PLATO system, and they were often 
deleted by administrators when discovered. 
This was the fate that befell two RPGs 
now only spoken of in hushed tones: pedit5 
and m199h. Little is known of these two 
text-based D&D knockoffs. They are consíd- 
ered to be the first real computer RPGs, 
though these claims will never be verified, 
thanks to the ironfisted dictators of the 
PLATO system. Whisenhunt and Wood went 
on to create a third PLATO-based RPG, how- 
ever; one that would escape deletion and 
become the father of a whole new genre. 
Dnd was a text-based dungeon crawl that 
took many of its ideas from its namesake. In 
it, players created a character, then took 
him or her into a dungeon populated with 
monsters and treasure. The game lived on 
in many forms until 1985. Two brothers, Dirk 
and Flint Pellett, took the code under their 
digital wings soon after Whisenhunt and 


Wood lost interest. They updated and im- 
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few others in the same vein. 


from the blogosphere. 
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Yes, they're out there: the world of free downloadable RPGs 


Anxious to go crawling? The old days live on In modern shoes! And so we bring to you 
some of the most promising freeware titles of the single-player RPG ilk. 

If you're looking for an ASCII-based dungeon, check out nethack.org, 
piratehaven.org/-beej/moria, and thangorodrim.net to download copies of NetHack, 
Moria, and Angband, respectively. For good measure throw in Doom: The Rogue-like 
(chaos.magma-net.pl/doom), an ASCII-based Doom clone. 

If you can't take all that ASCII, Falcon's Eye is a graphical front-end for NetHack. It's up 
at hut.fi/~jtpelto2/nethack.html. And IVAN is a great graphical Rogue-like as well: 


Fans of Wizardry, Dungeon Master, and Might & Magic should enjoy Lost Hero, an- 
other free RPG based on the classics: losthero.sourcefargo.net, 

The Legion Saga is based on those other RPGs—you know, the ones that tend to have 
the word "Final" in the title? Check it out at www.legionsaga.cjb.nat. Ahriman's 
Prophecy is another console-style RPG. You can find it at amaranthia.com, along with a 


For the aspiring hackers out there, Decker Is a Shadowrun-ish game with an old-school 
feel. Sniff its packets at caro.net/dsi/decker. 

Another old-school and wildly creative freeware RPG is the renowned Diver Down. It's 
available for download at grenideer.com/diverdavwn and comes highly recommended 


On the more action-oriented side of the genre is Egoboo, which is online at 
egoboo.sourceforge.net. It's closer to Zelda than to Final Fantasy. The opposite is true of 
Laxius Power: Random Story, which lives at laxiuspower.fr.st. 

But for real, honest Zelda action, check out Zelda Classic at zeldaciassic.com. 
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proved dnd until the mid-'80s, adding the 
latest and greatest RPG innovations as they 
were created. Eventually, many variations of 
dnd appeared on mainframes around the 
world, including the famous Dungeon, an- 
other text-based crawl with oodles of mon- 
sters and goodies to be found deep within ` 
the eponymous structure. 

The Lord of Britannia 

Dnd was a primitive first step. It wasn't until 
1980 that a true, graphical RPG would grace 
personal computers around the world. 
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Akalabeth 


Richard Garriott was a young Texan with an 
Apple | and a love of RPGs. When he wasn't 
playing D&D, he was working at a local 
computer store. Evidently, business was 
slow at the store because Garriott had time 
while he was on duty to create games writ- 
ten in BASIC. Akalabeth was Garriott’s 28th 
RPG and his first graphical one. It was also 
his first commercial success. Akalabeth fol- 
lowed the trials and tribulations of a hapless 
adventurer sent on a number of quests by 
ruler Lord British. Each task entailed ventur- 
ing forth from town into dungeons and 
wilderness to kill some goblin, skeleton, or 
what-have-you. Garriott earned royalties on 
tens of thousands of copies of the game, 
and each included the entire source code. 

While geeks ripped apart Akalabeth from 
the inside out, Michael Toy, Glenn Wichman, 
and Ken Arnold created a UNIX-based RPG 
that randomly generated a fresh world with 
each new game. The program was called 
Rogue, and it would also have far-reaching 
effects on the evolution of the computer 
RPG. It was entirely text-based, but not in 
the same way that Zork and Dungeon were: 
Rogue used ASCII characters to represent 
the dungeon, monsters, and treasures. This 
was the forefather of Diablo, NetHack, and 
Angband, and the almost infinite replay 
value offered by the game keeps new ver- 
sions floating down from the ether. 


Wizards of Cornell 

A year later, another dungeon-crawling 
game appeared on the Apple II, one that 
pushed Akalabeth aside as the reigning 
champion of the platform: Wizardry. |! came 
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from two Pascal programmers at Cornel! 
University, Andrew C. Greenberg and 
Robert Woodhead. The pair built from 
scratch a game that offered an as-yet-un- 
seen visual experience, including color 
graphics and a first-person representation 
of the world. Wizardry was an evolutionary 
leap forward for the genre. The game's evil 
wizard nemesis, Werdna (Andrew back- 
wards), would go on to star in his own 
game, The Return of Werdna; players took on 
the role of this evil madman and sum- 
moned monsters to help him escape the 
prison he'd been entrapped in during the 
previous three Wizardry games. 

Garriott didn't sit still while the RPG 
evolved, however; 1981 was also the year of 
the debut of Ultima. This was originally titled 
Ultimatum, but Garriott's publisher discov- 
ered that the name had already been taken 
by a boardgame. It offered one of the first 
overhead perspective graphical maps seen 
in an RPG and an expansive world that gave 
players lots to do. Eventually, players even 
discover a spaceship that must be used to 
navigate an arcade-style shoot-'em-up late 
in the game. It was the first RPG minigame. 


Sing a Retro Song 

But there's much more to role-playing than 
wizards, swords, and the ወ symbol. in 1985, 
Michael Cranford created a graphically im- 
pressive dungeon crawl that mimicked the 
3D RPGs that had preceded it but included 
music as a major gameplay element. That 
game was The Bard Tale. |! went on to 
spawn three sequels and a construction kit 
that allowed players to build their own 
worlds, one of the first of its kind. The Bard's 
Tale was also a vehicle for a number of 
games industry luminaries to get their start: 
Larry Holland of X-Wing fame created the 
music interface, while Interplay founder 
Brian Fargo designed maps for the first and 
second games in the series, then went on to 
produce the third and fourth. 

Also in 1985, Brataccus for the Atari ST 
took role-piaying in a new direction. On an 
asteroid-based mining colony, the task of 
Clearing your name could be accomplished 
without ever drawing your sword, Listen to 
the drunkards gossiping in one of the sta- 
tion's bars and you might discover a way to 
sneak into police headquarters. Or just hack 
your way into the jail to snatch the docu- 
ments you need. Brataccus was the first RPG 
10 offer a seamless and living world that ex- 
isted in real time. : 
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Revisiting RPGs 


Looking back በበ role-playing’s past with remakes and mods 


Has the recent RPG drought got you down? If so, fire up your nostalgia and head for the 
intarweb, because many oldies but goodies await. A few classics have been remade with 
contemporary engines, and some senior-citizen RPGs have been spruced up with new 
solo campaigns created by dedicated modders who can’t let go of yesterday either. 

The biggest blast from the past right now is Ultima V: Lazarus, a remake of a 1988 
Origin game considered by some to be the greatest RPG of all time. This golden oldie from 
lan Frazier and Team Lazarus is based on Dungeon Siege, a copy of which is required to in- 
stall the mad. It follows the original story fairly closely, although Lord British's basics 
have been augmented with amenities such as new quests and a deeper plot. 

If this [sn't your favorite Ultima, don't worry. Other mod teams are currently remaking 
Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar and Ultima VI: The False Prophet. And there are user-made 
patches available that up the color depth in the ariginal Ultimas H through V. 


Another good choice far yesteryear buffs is the Eye of the Beholder module for 
Neverwinter Nights. Developer Rick Francis has recreated all 14 open and hidden levels 
featured in Westwood Studios' 1991 dungeon crawl. To beef things up, over 200 new 
magical items, 25 side quests, and seven 
- : ^ henchmen have been added. 
mir —À | Gold Box D&D fans should check out 
4141 Ded 1 Chris Fowler's Pool of Radiance module, 
Shae AL also for Neverwinter Nights. if you fondly 
ኅነ i ١ recall the legendary game that got things 
Warriors ul D € rolling for SSI back in 1988—and intro- 
| 1 8: Lord Brih duced computer gamers to the Forgotten 
መኝ Realms—you'll anjoy this update. 
I? you don't like classic RPGs enough 
to want to replay them, consider mods. 
The Darkest Day, a sprawling master- 
piece from Taam BG, adds 40 hours of 
play to Baldur's Gate li: Shadows of 
Amn. It includes a huge new dungeon 
and a new quest against a demon lord. 
Also, if you're one of the gazillion people 
stili messing around with Diaoío ii, 
download Brother Laz's Meridian 2: 
Special Edition. This mod overhauls the 
monster AI, resulting in a more strategic 
single-player campaign, and tosses in 
loads of skills and other goodies. 
«BRETT TODD 
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ALL Hail the Master 
Everything changed in 1987. Dungeon 
Master and Might & Magic both arrived, 
bringing the RPG into a modern era. 
Dungeon Master, created by FTL Games, was 
originally released for the Atari ST. It was 
one of the first RPGs to use a mouse, which 
allowed for numerous interface innovations: 
each character's body could be shown with 
slots for armor and weapons, and combat 
could take place in real time as players 
clicked between the various actions each 
character could undertake. It also offered 
the first spell-crafting system, which was 
based on runes and mouse clicks. 

Another RPG from 1987 would dash 
many of the genre's established cliches. 
Interplay's Wasteland plopped you down in 
a cataclysmic world of postapocalyptic hor- 
rors. it was one of the first nonlinear RPGs— 
if you weren't careful, you could easily get 
lost in the wilderness and never see the plot 
again. It would go on to spawn a spiritual 
successor in 1997, Fallout. Wasteland set a 
new standard for flavor through descriptive 
battle text, an innovative manual, and a 
general tongue-in-cheek attitude toward 
nuclear holocaust. 

With cliches on the run and the D&D in- 
fluence on the genre waning, it was only fit- 
ting for 1988 to herald the return of the 
computerized dice-and-paper game. The fa- 
mous "gold box" AD&D games from SSI 
began to surface that year, with Poo! of 
Radiance marking the inaugural appear- 
ance. it featured tactical combat, real AD&D 
play mechanics, and graphics that captured 
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the feel of the source material. SSI would go 
on to release over a dozen “gold box” 
games, including a few based on Buck 
Rogers. One, Unlimited Adventures, even 
gave players the tools to build their own 
games and distribute them via floppy disks. 

In 1989, the genre moved in another new 
direction with Magic Candle. Another Ultima 
clone, it offered a unique reward to players 
who sought to complete the entire quest. It 
was one of the last of the traditional top- 
down RPGs. 


Enter the Underworld 
The overhead view was about to be cast 
aside. In 1992, Origin Systems released 
Ultima Underworld: The Stygian Abyss, the 
first truly 3D RPG. It represented another 
massive leap forward for the genre, offer- 
ing a dynamic world filled with intrigue, 
amazing 3D graphics, and a slick point- 
and-click interface. Later games, such as 
the Elder Scrolls series, would take their 
cues from this one. 

A year later, another high-water mark ap- 
peared in the form of Betrayal at Krondor. 
Though some RPG purists scoffed at the 
heavy narrative and lack of character cus- 
tomization, this version of fantasy novelist 
Raymond Feist's world of Midkemia was 
richly drawn, and it was also one of the 
early "cinematic" games, with digitized pho- 
tos of “actors” representing your party 
members. It had a terrific turn-based com- 
bat system and a love-it-or-hate-it feature 
that had you answering riddles in order to 
open chests. 
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As the first Elder Scrolls game, Arena, was 
hitting shelves in 1994, so was another first- 
person RPG, System Shock. This futuristic 
romp through an undead-infested space- 
ship featured a quietly frightening world 
and the terrifying visage of SHODAN, the 
ship's maniac computer. While the rest of 
the world was just beginning to discover 
DOOM, System Shock was offering a truly 
terrifying role-playing experience, complete 
with dark corridors and zombies jumping 
out of nowhere. It was probably the goriest 
RPG since Wasteland. 


The Dewil in the Details 
The RPG hit a bit of a rough stretch in the 
mid-'90s, at least until Blizzard came 
along. In 1996, it created Diablo, a dark 
and visceral interpretation of Rogue 
(though its design was closer to Angband). 
It focused on a single town and the awful 
dungeon that lies beneath its chapel. The 
further down you go, the more difficult 
the monsters you encounter. The true fun 
of Diablo, however, has always been its 
loot. Magic items discovered in the dun- 
geon were also randomly generated, en- 
suring a riveting experience each time you 
looted a corpse. 

After many years wandering in the 
desert, the company behind D&D, TSR, 
found a new home in the late '90s. It was 
purchased by Wizards of the Coast and 
transformed by a complete redesign of the 
game's systems. But this transformation was 
foretold on our computer screens in 1998 
when BioWare released Baldur's Gate. Soon 
after it appeared, another game based on 
its engine offered one of the most engross- 
ing storylines ever seen in an RPG. 
Planescape Torment destroyed every cliche 
created for the genre. 


Be the Hero 

Role-playing still begins in the same place it 
always has: with a name. With a gender. 
With a class. You create the hero. You are the 
protagonist. And if the world falls apart, it's 
your fault. 

This is why single-player RPGs are so en- 
grossing. Instead of being a faceless Marine 
or Gordon Freeman, the role-playing char- 
acter is whatever you make of him, her, or it. 
The character is a blank slate on which you 
may place your own personality constructs. 
It's the most personal of all genres, which is 
why it offers one of the most fulfilling gam- 
ing experiences. 88 
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neuer before, the current state 
and fukure fate of the single-player RPG seems more un- 


certain khan ever, Is the end, at last, mah? 
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cagau f the last quarter-century of role-play- 
888 ing games has taught us anything, it's 

888 that dungeon crawls can be real 
beasts, marathon tests of character-building 
and endurance that pound puny farm lads 
into fearsome level-22 paladins. So it has 
been with the single-player role-playing 
game, which has to have endured the rocki- 
est dungeon crawl in the history of gaming. 
Over the course of the last two decades 
alone, the genre has risen, been buried, and 
risen again more times than a pack of 
George Romero zombies. 

Consider 2005, a year in which single- 


player offerings were as difficult to find as 
weapons of mass destruction or a Paris 
Hilton-free zone. Sure, there were a few no- 
table exceptions—games like Dungeon 
Siege li, Freedom Force vs, the Third Reich, 
and Dungeon Lords — but meanwhile, in a 
much larger online dungeon, Blizzard re- 
cently recruited its 5.5 millionth Dark Elf 
into the World of Warcraft universe. With 
MMOs boaming like never before and ርዐ- 
opting key elements of single-player game- 
play, it's more than enough to raise the 
specter of dirt-filled shovels yet again: is the 
single-player RPG facing its end? 
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The Lard Speaketh 

“Once, about every five to seven years or 50, 
! hear about the death knell of the single- 
player RPG” says Richard "Lord British" 
Garriott. "My response is always the same: 
Great games will always appear to make 
genres popular again." 

It's never wise to dismiss Garriott, bur the 
question has to be, When?" Fans and ex- 
perts generally agree that early 2002 was 
the single-player RPG's last true high-water 
mark, when Dungeon Siege, Neverwinter 
Nights, and Morrowind: The Elder Scrolls all 
hit within a few months of each other. 
Nearly four vears later, the landscape has 
changed dramatically. 

“It's pretty hard to get a big single-player 
RPG project green lit ዕበ the PC these days." 
says Todd Howard, who's in the fortunate 
position, as executive producer with 
Bethesda, of being able to green light his 
own-—The Elder Scrolls: Oblivion. “tf Oblivion 
does really well, it may change that. It's cer- 
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Cross-genre hybrids export 
stats and skills to the 
masses 


Full-blown RPGs may have gone into hi- 
bernation, but elements have been 
popping up across all genres. It doesn't 
seem like you can play a shooter, RTS, 
or even a sports game without stum- 
bling over skills, stats, and quests. 

The biggest game to catch the RPG 
bug of late has to be Grand Theft Auto: 
San Andreas. Protagonist Carl Johnson 
came with skills and attributes that 
could only be buffed by driving, shoot- 
ing, and getting styling haircuts and 
tattoos. Throw in optional ganq wars, 
fattening fast-food joints, and a mas- 
sive world, and you've got a role-play- 
ing game in all but name. 

But San Andreas is just the most re- 
cent game ta adopt characteristics once 
confined to the Elf ghetto. System 
Shock was a shooter/RPG hybrid way 
back in 1994, with puzzles on every 
level and the most gripping story ever 
to grace a game. Deus Ex continued in 
this vein in 2000. Leading man JC 
Denton needed to carn points to mas- 
ter skills like shooting and swimming, 
and most objectives had multiple solu- 
tions that rewarded the creative. 

In 2002, No One Lives Forever 2 al- 
lowed gamers to buff Cate Archer by 
completing optional objectives. And in 
2004, Thief: Deadly Shadows gave 
Garrett a city to explore, further en- 
hancing a sneaker that had always felt 
like an RPG. 

Strategy games have been homing in 
on the action sInce X-COM made us care 
about grunts with names in 1994, but this 
development has recently spread beyond 
the squad combat subgenre. Traditional 
RTS clickfests now universally feature 
units that gain experience and level up. 
And last year's Age of Empires // took 
everything one step further with cus- 
tomizable Home Cities that let you role- 
play your nation in a new way. 

Even sports games have dumped 
their team-first orientation. In Madden 
NFL 06, you can create a superstar and 
guide every aspect of his career, from 
choosing movie roles to hiring an agent. 
The 1851 few iterations of Tiger Woods 
PGA Tour golf have emphasized bulld- 
ing the skills of an individual player 
over hitting the pro tour for a season. 

It could fairly be said that RPG ela- 
ments have found thelr way into every 
genre. So it's hard to complain about 
the fact that Elf-centric role-players 
have been scarce on the ground of late, 
because almost every game to hit 
shalves these days bears the mark of 
role-playing conventions as old as 
Ultima. -BRETI TODD 
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[above] Neverwinter 
Nights {right] Diablo 
tainly easier for us, a 

private company, 
with a built-in audi- 
ence, to really spend 
all our resources on 
something like that." 


Travel Back 
im Time 

This certainly isn't 
the first time the 
genre has hit a valley packed with skeletons 
and beholders. Flash back, for a moment, to 
the genre's earliest days: After the first fleet 
of pen-and-paper vets who couldn't wait to 
recreate the D&D experience on a personal 
computer sparked the first single-player 
revolution with classic series like Wizardry, 
Ultima, and Might and Magic, everything 
seemed to be going swimmingly... and 
then the entire genre fell off the cliff. In the 
mid-1990s, the first wave of new 3D graphi- 
cal engines sent publishers and developers 
screeching in search of interactive environ- 


ments and the next big first-person shooter, 


leaving lonely role-players stranded in their 
suddenly aging and blocky dungeons, won- 
dering what the hell had happened. 

"| was distinctly afraid | was going to be 
washed up/ says Brenda Braithwaite, who 
spent 18 years designing games like 
Wizardry with Sirtek before moving on to 
Atari and Cyberlore. Today, she's drifted to 
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the console side, where she's consulting on 
another RPG project. 

In the new 3D world order, developing 
one of these babies suddenly took two to 
three times as long as before—two years to 
develop the actual mechanics of the game, 
and another two to program it for the new 
engine. Four-year development cycles 
weren't a recipe for financial stability in any- 
one's book, which is what drove vets like 
Jon Van Caneghem, the creator of the Might 
and Magic series, to steer into the hybrid 
waters of strategy—Mtight and Magic be- 
came Heroes of Might and Magic. 


Deuil Inside 

And then, in 1996, a little and largely unher- 
alded game called Diablo hit hard drives. 
Blizzards gem of hack-n'-slash genius (and 
its expansion packs and sequel) put the 
focus on leveling and loot-collecting, strip- 
ping the RPG formula down to its bare, 
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beautiful necessities. Two years later, 
Bioware's classic Baldur's Gate covered the 
other half of the role-playing equation, with 
deep storylines and deep characterization. 
Some go so far as to claim these two games 
re-energized or even saved the genre; oth- 
ers say it was a question of the right game 
at the right time. 

"Diablo was a perfect distillation; recalls 
Ken Levine, the creative director of 
Irratlonal Games, and creator of Freedom 
Force. "Diablo became this intensely stat-fo- 
cused, geeky, number-crunching experi- 
ence. It was like Progress Quest" 

Garriott, ever the big thinker, sees a cycle 
at work. Every five or so years, he argues, 
technology sparks interplay between RPGs 
and gaming's other dominant genre, the 
first-person shooter. In the mid-1990s, 3D 
engines led to the rise of DOOM and a fleet 
of DOOM wannabes. ል few years later, when 
people began to get bored with running 
around mazes and blasting at each other, 
they began to demand a deeper experi- 
ence—an experience games like Diablo and 
Baldur's Gate stepped up to provide. Every 
time a new advance appears, whether it's 
the CD-ROM drive, 3D hardware, or the 
Internet, the clock gets reset and the cycle 
repeats itself, Just [ike '80s tunes and bell- 
bottoms, everything old eventually be- 
comes new once more, and the single 
player RPG rises yet again. 


Obsolete 

“Back when TY and movies were new, peo- 
ple wondered if books would become obso- 
lete too” notes Brad McQuaid, CEO of Sigil 
Games and co-creator of gamedom's re- 
cently-turned-number-two MMO gorilla, 
EverQuest. “Single-player games, online 
games, and truly massively multiplayer 
games all offer a very different experience. 
And they are definitely not mutually exclu- 
sive. People will and do play both” 

It sounds sensible. Reassuring, even. 
Except that in the latest tech cycle, some- 
thing else has happened. Instead of gilding 
an existing development environment, the 
Internet has opened up a vast new universe 
for role-playing, and, as the quantum leap in 
subscriber base between EverQuest and 
World of Warcraft proves, gamers are re- 
sponding with their credit cards and their 
gameplay hours. Developers, games, and 
gamers have migrated to MMOs like crazed 


lemmings, making and spending piles of cash’ 


in the process —and leaving the long-term 
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Mut of Exile 


Spiderweb Software 
continues to thrive 


Scuttling along very successfully in the 
sometimes-sticky quagmire of indie game 
development is Spiderweb Software, 
Based in Seattle and consisting of three 
employees, Spiderweb has been turning 
out hardcore, old-fashianed single-player 
role-playing games since 1994, when it re- 
leased its first game, Exile, for the 
Macintosh. 

Between then and now, Spiderweb 
president Jeff Vogel has written and pub- 
lished three addltional Exile games, 
Nethergate, faur Avernums, and three 
Geneforges. With modest but pleasingly 
vlvid graphics, these games have sold re- 
markably well—so well that Vogel has 
begun to rethink his "station in life." 

“i've lost count of the times someona 
has asked me what do for a living," he 
says. “| responded, ‘I write shareware,’ 
and they repeated tha question." 

Now Vogel acknowledges 
a different status. “I recently 
started calling myself...an 
'Indie game developer,'" he 
admits. “it sounds a lot more, 
t don't know, prestigious, or 
alternative, or something.” 
He pauses, “Less like a base- 
ment-dwelling loser, at any 
rate." 

Far from branding him as a 
basement-dwelling loser, 
Vogel's games are extremely 
successful and well regarded, 
and they're still coming. This 
spring, Spiderweb is releas- 
ing Avernum 4, another epic 
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RPG that returns you to the enormaus un- 
derworld nation of Avernum, whose in- 
habitants are once again in peril. 

"People love the Avernum games and 
have been begging for more for years," he 
says. "And i can only resist for so long pec- 
ple who are trying to hand me lots of 
money." But, putting his mercenary streak 
aside for a moment, Vogel confesses, "Part 
of it is that I really do genuinely love the 
world and want to do more things with it." 

This rabidly prolific developer of classic 
niche games totally believes that MMOs 
are responsible for the dearth of other 
RPGs, as even he has succumbed to their 
wiles. "1 really like the Bioware plot-inten- 
sive single-player stuff sometimes, but | 
play the MMORPGs real seriously. 1 am 
taking a break from the multiplayer 
gamas now, sa that | can write my own 
games. But [in addition to my time in 
World of Warcraft,] my Druid in EverQuest 
has 170 days playad,” ha confides. "And 
don't think | won't regret that on my 
deathbed.” -CikDY YANS 
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The Elder Scrolls II]: Morrowind 


fate of the single-player RPG in serious limbo. 
"What we've done is to orphan the cycle 
on solo playing, says Garriott. "To correct 
that, someone would need to circle back 
and create the next Diablo, or pick up in the 
middle with another Ultima or Thief." 


Into the Future 

Chris Taylor, executive producer with 
Dungeon Siege creator Gas Powered Games, 
agrees. "Would ! put out Dungeon Siege 3 in 
this market?" asks Taylor. "To be honest, 
probably not. There has to be a twist. You 
can't go out there with a traditional experi- 
ence.’ The offerings slated for release in 2006 
hold more than a few intriguing candidates 
who might be packing that twist (some of 
which are covered starting on page 43). 

Or maybe, just maybe, there isn't a Diablo 
or Baldur's Gate hovering on the horizon to 
save the day this time. Van Caneghem, for 
one, isn't so sure there's a clear road back to 
the glory days of the single-player RPG. 
"What you're seeing now is the disappear- 
ance of the stand-alone genre in role-play- 
ing games,” he says. “This ذا‎ the beginning 
for al! genres, not just this one. Once you 
move games online, the possibilities of 
what you can do are astronomical.’ 
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To Van Caneghem, the notion of develop- 
ing a standalone single-player RPG in the 
Internet age no longer makes sense, eco- 
nomically or logically. In some ways, MMOs 
like World of WarCraft have finally accom- 
plished the goal that sparked the develop- 
ment of computer role-playing games in 
the first place—the desire to play Dungeons 
& Dragons online, with your friends, any 
time you want to. 

“Developing a single player RPG is like 
having a platform that doesn't take advan- 
tage of all its features,” says Van Caneghem, 
whos currently working on—what else?— 
an "as-yet-unannounced online project? He 
asks, "From a strategic point of view, why 
would you develop a game that limits your 
tool set like that?" 


Old-School Vibe 
Here's one good reason: Not every old-schoo! 
fan is feeling the MMO vibe. A few years back, 
Braithwaite, while doing some research for a 
writing project, ventured into the MMO space 
of Second Life. The differences in gameplay 
between single-player games and the MMO 
world hit her immediately. 

1 remember my first feeling —what are 
all these people doing here? Why are these 


people in my world?" she asks. "Which is 
absurd, of course. But I felt the kind of 
longing you have for an old favorite restau- 
rant. | thought, can't | just be in a dungeon 
by myself?" 

Her reaction is one that's all too familiar 
to old-schoolers, who miss the personal 
thrill only a single-player experience can 
give, the sense that you're the most impor- 
tant person in the gaming universe, the star 
of a sweeping epic, the only one who can 
save the world. While MMOs can offer the 
same kind of instant-grat thrill of the level 
grind and the lure of phat lewt that Diablo 
once did, they have yet to overcome the 
sense that each player, no matter how 
much gold and weaponry they may be 
packing, is merely one of the pack. 

"When | see ten other heroes run by—all 
with better items than | have— feel left be- 
hind, " says Bethesda's Howard. “| don't feel 
this is a real place, with real people, with 
real stories. It'5 the whole 'you alone must 
save the woarld' thing—! need that. | need to 
experience a story, | want to watch the end- 
credits and kick my feet up and feel | ac- 
complished something: 

Levine, who eschews grouping and plays 
World of WarCraft as a single-player RPG, 
sees a parallel between Blizzard's online 
kingdom and Disney's Magic Kingdom. To 
him, World of Warcraft is a virtual gaming 
theme park that's been polished to a glare 
and tightly optimized for a large group of 
players. While he gives Blizzard props for 
creating a strong, appealing product, the 
immersion factor, he says, just isn't there the 
way it is in a single-player game. "How im- 
pressed are you to kill the boss monster 
when you have five guys standing behind 
you waiting to do the same thing?" asks 
Levine, "To maintain a sense of immersion, 
you have to not see that^ 


Don't Call it a Comeback 
That shortcoming, more than anything else, 
may be the opening these games can use 
to make yet another comeback—to make 
2006 the year when single-player RPGs get 
back "on a role” 

"The concept of the RPG is so powerful, 
it's never going away,” says Levine. "But | 
don't think it's about making the same 
game over again. It's about, ‘Can you cre- 
ate an experience the user wants to have 
that they can't have anywhere else?' 


People will go to great lengths to have 
that experience’ ፪፪ 
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Dungeon Siege II marshals an expansion pack tor an- 


okher run at the market gv DOUGLAS ERICKSON 
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snus» ccording to lead designer Daniel 
„„ Û Achterman, the theme of the 

88 Dungeon Siege ll expansion pack, is 
“survival” "The world is a harsh place. It's 
been ruined by the events of the original 
Dungeon Siege fl, and everything has 
changed,’ he notes without pause. 

He might have been talking about the 
market for Dungeon Siege ሀ itself, which de- 
spite being a vastly superior sequel to the 
critical and commercial success that was the 
original Dungeon Siege, didn't sell anywhere 
near expectations. Why it didn't draw folks 






- 


in may remain a mystery, but Achterman 
and the rest of the folks at Gas-Powered 
Games aren't really stopping to worry about 
it. Instead, they're hard at work on a com- 
prehensive expansion pack sure to please 
fans of the series and eliminate any com- 
plaints about challenge. 

"We really wanted to focus on tactical 'set 
piece' battles this time; he continues. "We've 
made the bosses bigger and badder. 


. They're tactical challenges we think players 


haven't seen before, and well beyond what 
we showcased in Dungeon Siege ሀ It's true; 
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The “swash” effect is officially the universal 
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he demonstrated a battle with a monstrous 
bug-like demon that required players to 
manage their company effectively. tasking 
individual members to destroy healer-type 
spawn before focusing on the boss itself. 
"We took a lot of feedback from the fan 
community about what they liked about 
Dungeon Siege IH, and we've tried to run with 
it” says Achterman. We've brought up the 
difficulty a notch, and tried to make the bat- 
tles richer, more detailed, more alive" To that 
end, the design team has introduced a new 
"Brutal" mode of play, which features 
tougher monsters but also rewards players 
with better loot earlier in the game. "This 
mode isn't really a difficulty level. It doesn't 
have level requirements like the veteran and 
elite settings. It's a mode for players who like 
the real-time tactical challenge more than 
the adventure. It's designed to really maxi- 
mize the potential of the game's mechanics. 
Much of the artwork and models have 
been overhauled and upgraded for the ex- 
pansion as well, with richer, livelier textures 








and more detail. The visual theme is quite a 
bit more exotic this time around. The art 
team has eschewed the traditional “snow 
and desert level” theme endemic to expan- 
sion packs, and has focused on creating a 
dark, broken landscape dotted with baroque 
locales and chthonic dungeons. “We wanted 
it to feel like hell on earth this time,’ points 


out producer Marcie Finnila. "We thought it 
should have a more gothic look’ 

The theme carries through into the mon- 
ster design, which features highly detailed 
Frankenstein-ian beasts and mutated hor- 
rors evolved and distorted from foes en- 
countered in Dungeon Siege Il. Monsters will 
have new skills and abilities, which the 
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Portable Sieger 


As part of 28 Games’ commitment to its newly acquired Dungeon Siege 
franchise, developer SuperVillain Studios [s bringing the gama to Sony's 
PSP handheld. Jt wil! be an all-new adventure In Aranna, though there 
will be some changes from its PC cousin. It will include four differant 
playable character types, each with its own customization options. While 
you will control a single character through the adventure, you will have 
the option of acquiring a pet (two will be available at the start) or having 
another follower join you. (Having a party of four in single-player just 
wouldn't work on the small PSP screen.) 

There's also a full co-op multiplayer campaign for two players, and 
their accompanying pet or follower. So, in those games, you'll have a 
party of four. There will also be an Arena multiplayer mode for shorter 
play sessions. -STEVE BAUMAN 
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[above] A dryad blood assassin and a big sheep 
make an unlikely pair of buddy cops. [left] This big 
bug—called a ^surgeon"—is one of the more in- 
tense boss fights in the game. [opposite page] 
Blunt damage versus piercing damage. Money is on 
the tripod dude. 


team hopes will create more challenging 
tactical battles overall. 

Still, the big draw for fans should lie in the 
two new combination classes: the Blood 
Assassin and the Fist of Stone. The Blood 
Assassin relies on raising a character's 
Ranged and Combat Magic skills for entry 
into the skill tree, and has a wide range of 
abilities that revolve around buffing/debuff- 
ing and the sacrifice of life for high-damage 
attacks. The Fist of Stone class requires gain- 
ing levels in the Melee and Nature Magic 
skills, and results in a lightweight tank with 
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various healing skills—think “Paladin” Both of these new classes 
have new tabs on the character screen, replete with original trees 
and powers. Also, the use of the skills in these classes will cause an 
even distribution of experience to the respective class types that are 
combined to create them. There will be new class-specific equip- 
ment for both classes, as well. 

In fact, there will be a lot more equipment all around. New class- 
specific sets for armor and weapons will be added, and some sets 
will be multi-class. There will also be new reagent recipes that will 
allow players to create unique equipment, with the most valuable 
recipes dropping randomly. Much of this new content overall will 
become available in the original Dungeon Siege ll after the expan- 
sion has been installed, allowing players to revisit the original with 
the new classes, skills, and equipment. 

Finnila notes that the expansion should last players around 10 
hours (as opposed to the 40 or so of Dungeon Siege li), and that the 
content density is a lot higher. "We wanted more memorable in- 
stances within the game more so than just travel," she says. "Less 
backtracking is good.” 

The plot of the expansion itself is set one year after the 
cliffhanger climax of the original, which suggests that it had been 
planned from the onset. The plot affords the gameplay twist of a 
lack of civilization. The idea is that the party is nomadic, so many of 
the quests become battles for survival running from one safe place 
to the next. Achterman hopes that players will enjoy this survival 
aspect, and that the increased tension will be one of the game's 
strengths. The team likes the concept, and the enthusiasm for the 
more "hardcore" level and scenario design is infectious. From what 
they demonstrated, it's easy to believe that the days of the "potion- 
drinking sim"—the charge leveled at the original Dungeon Siege by 
genre fans—are a distant memory, and that the full potential of the 
real-time party mechanic is completely realized. 

Both Finnila and Achterman want this expansion to be remem- 
bered alongside some of the classic expansions of yore, like Baldur's 
Gate 25 Throne of Bhaal expansion and Diablo 2's—but here both of 
them flinch, because it's clear they want Dungeon Siege ዘ to stand 
on its own substantial merits rather than by way of comparison to 
Blizzard's classic —Lord of Destruction, two expansions that radically 
improved their respective high-quality originals for the better. 
Finnila makes this very clear: “This pack is exactly where we want 
Dungeon Siege li to go, and we've really incorporated feedback from 


the fans to make it happen. M 
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A Dark Elf’ s memoirs on the road ta 
Elder Scrolls: Oblivion 


QOEVELOPER-PUBLISHER Bethesda Kelen 


"twas dark, but my eyes had 
48. adjusted... a Dunmer 
refugee from Morrowind, | was- 
n't sure what i was doing in the 
Imperial Prison... only that it 
was really cold, my butt hurt, 
the food sucked, and that guy 
over there insulted me. There 
were voices. No, it wasn't a pack 
of vendors hawking 100% 
preshrunk-cotton Eddie Money 
T-shirts. It was... no, it couldn't 
he. But it was. it really was: 
Uriel Septim VII! Betrayed by 
Battlemage Jagar Tharn so 
many years ago, Septim would 
probably have little use for this 
Dark Elf Battlemage. Not only 
are Battlemages carefully scru- 
tinized these days to avoid fur- 
ther treachery, but my green 
hair seriously clashes with my 


[abave and below] The artist will be hard pre: 


Sprong 2385 


outfit. Obviously reluctant to 
travel unaccompanied, Septim 
was flanked by Captain Renault, 
Saurus, and Glenroy, members 
of the “Blades,” a group desig- 
nated to protect the Emperor 
and his family. 

Apparently, there is an assas- 
sination attempt underway, and 
the Emperor and Blades are pur- 
suing an escape route that, 
amazingly enough, just happens 
to begin in my cell. Before can 
introduce myself, they slip 
through tha cell, lock the door 
behind us, and continue dawn 3 
secret passage. | follow, manag- 
ing to keep them in sight, hut, 
oh crap! It's the Mythic Dawn, a 
group of assassins presumably 
from Mythic Entertainment, hall- 
bent on monarchial destruction, 


d to capture ti | bexut ihe 


landscape. You can see for miles, and |! you can seg if. yeu can pretty MUN gel there, 
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Sequelizing 


Obsidian Entertainment cancocks Neverwinter 
Nights II to follow up Bloware’s maskerpiec 
EY KELLY WAHE 

CEUELOPER Obsidian rugELIsHEE Akari RELENSE DATE Fall 2006 


. bsidian Entertainment doesn't 

B want to be thought of as a relief 
pitcher, not even an accomplished 
one. Like its founder and CEO Feargus 
Urquhart, most of its employees are sea- 
soned veterans with distinguished street 
creds from Baldur's Gate to Planescape: 
Torment. They're a creative bunch who live 
and breathe role-playing; they love the 


world-building and intricately interweaving 
story tracks almost as much as the dice. 
Urquhart claims to infinitely prefer sweating 
In the creative trenches to the air-condi- 
tioned bureaucracy of administering a 
Blizzard-sized empire, and you believe him. 
But, even with several hush-hush original 
projects in the pipeline, Obsidian is cur- 
rently branded as the guy who produces se- 
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quels to Bioware's groundbreaking RPG 
flagships. For his part, Urquhart makes his 
company's acquisition of two back-to-back 
Bioware titles sound more like a casuai se- 
ries of corporate accidents than harmonic 
convergence. "Bioware did not contract us 
to create either Knights of the Old Republic 2 
or Neverwinter Nights 2," he points out. “We 
were contracted by LucasArts to create [the 
former] and Atari to create [the latter]" So 
apparently the Bioware-Obsidian connec- 
tion is pure coincidence. 

Companies may very well get deals 
based on synergistic/serendipitous flukes, 
but designing RPGs is not for the flighty—a 
certain amount of depth is essential. 
Indeed, Knights of the Old Republic was the 
mainstream monster hit it was because it 
managed to fill a void for many who'd come 
away from the Star Wars movies numbed, in 
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Instead of creating levels, Neverwinter Nights 2 enables you to design your own 
continents and the oceans that lie between. [inset} The good thing about dire 
boars is that they can only gore you to death once per res. 


some cases shattered, by the seemingly deliberate lack of said 
depth provided by Lucas (who maybe should have given Bioware or 
Obsidian a pass at the film scripts). 

KOTOR 2 was also successful, if less so; perhaps the formula had 
lost a bit of its burnished sheen the second time around, although it 
certainly didn't help that the storyline seemed to stray further and 
further from the rails as it progressed. Based on existing voice 
recordings and scripts that made their way online, it's clear that 
Obsidian ran out of time rather than ideas. 

This time the stakes are higher for a few reasons. Unlike KOTOR 
2, Neverwinter Nights 2 sports graphics that are not only more de- 
tailed, exotic, and beautiful than its predecessor's, but rival those 
of any game slated to come out this year. And although its pow- 
erful, idiot-proof toolset —its biggest selling point—looks practi- 
cally finished, concrete details about the single-player side, the 
very area where KOTOR 2 came up so notoriously short, are still 


slow to emerge. 
You start as a nobody in a seaside fishing town and wind up sav- 
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[above] When the dust settles, hey, they at 


grew up reading staries about Treebeard. 


Renault is down. We move 
faster, but it's no use, the assas- 
sination is a success, and Septim 
falls, despite the best efforts of 
his bodyquards, only one of 
whom remains. Before he dies, 
Septum bestows upon me the 
Amulet of Kings. Baurus tells me 
that, for the good of the empire, 
| must seek out Jauffre in 
Weynon Priory, and he will know 
how to find the Emperor's last 
surviving son. To that end, he 
places a red dot on my automap, 
and sends me on my way. 

This is the setup for Oblivion, 
the latest book in the saga of 
The Elder Scralls. A follow-up to 
Morrowind, Oblivion takes you 
to the province of Cyrodil, 
southwest of Morrowind, and 
about a zillion times mare beau- 
tiful. Once out in the world, 
even though the task at hand is 
to pursue the red dot and get to 
Weynon Priory, it seems a 
shame not to wander the coun- 
tryside for a while. The water 
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north of the city looks inviting, 
so ١ swim for a while, admiring 
the view. ] get attacked by a 
crab on the opposite shore, and 
fireball him into... oblivion. In 
fact, | begin to firaball every- 
thing, just because it looks so 
awesome. Northwest of the city, 
I stumble upon this cave, which 
| choose to explore. The sound- 
track begins to turn ta music 
that sounds bit foreboding, and 
a hollow voice says, "Plugh." 
Okay, maybe not, but there is 
a voice—and it says, “Oh sure... 
uh huh, That's a great idea, You 
really do want to wander into 
that dark cave as a level one 
with no skills and no equipment 
to speak of. Go ahead." Hmm. 
It's lead designer, Ken Relston, 
who seems to have baen look- 
ing over my shoulder watching 
me stumble along abusing thé 
interfacu and circling the land 
using particularly inept naviga- 
tion. | fireball him. it doesn’t 
work, so 1 don't go into the 

























ing the universe through the usual sparkly 
means we know and love, but for all the 
outside world knows, that’s all they have so 
far. Will Obsidian fearlessly weather pres- 
sure from Atari to get more time if the 
game needs it? “Our goal is to release an 
amazing product,’ says Urquhart. “If that 
takes a few extra months, | think Atari 
would be behind us. 

Neverwinter Nights 2 is a gnarlier pressure 
cooker than KOTOR in another important 
way: The target audience is composed of 
the pickiest kvetchers in all gamedom. This 
fraternity of D&D purists is so puritanically 
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The Name Came 


It’s hard to resist an RPG with a name like 
Deadly Rooms of Death. Plenty of people 
swear by this tile-based RPG from Caravel 


8908 exterminator equipped with a Really 


Big Sword and a really bad hairstyle, who 


leased by Webfoot Technologies in 1997 
and has undergone bunches of iteratlons 


qu oe A - wee ነህ ee 9፡99 2: ነ 9 ma e E t m ና ጻፍ» 


Games. You control Beethro Budkin, a dun- 


goes up against roaches, spiders, evil eyes, 
the Ilving tar, and more. Jt was originally re- 
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hardcore that their collective reedy outcry 
managed to turn franchise-standard terms 
like “lizard men" into “lizard folk.” (Nothing 
enriches the medieval and phantasmagori- 
cal quite like arbitrary political correctness.) 
"Fans can be a big pain in the ass,’ Urquhart 
admits, "but the rabid ones keep you honest 
when you start forgetting what the core of 
your brand, world, or license is.’ 

Which begs the question: what untouched 
pantheons, in the eyes of a level 64 role-play- 
ing game designer, are screaming to be con- 
verted into RPG-ese now that Star Wars has 
been covered? Urquhart believes the meati- 





since. At this point, its most recent one is DROD: Perfection, an expansion to 2005's cult- 
ly acclaimed Journey to Rooted Hold, with The City Beneath on the way. 

You have a sword that always points in the direction you last turned, marking a kiil 
zone for MOBs, and you kind of run into enemies and poke them with your sword. On oc- 
casion your nephew Halph or other NPCs will accompany you, offering their own peculiar 
abilities to facilitate your progress. Graced with a very tongue-in-cheek sense of humor, 
the game involves a surprising amount of strategy. Look for it at drod.org. -CINDY YANS 





est and most fantastical setting yet to be ex- 
ploited is our own current era. “| think mak- 
ing a present-day or slightly near-future 
game that dealt with the current problems in 
the world like terrorism, drug control, and es- 
pionage could be amazing... but tough to 
get right without turning it into more of an 
action game than RPG fans would want” 
Urquhart is mistaken, of course; he's already 
helped create hands-down the most en- 
grossing RPG set in the realistic near future 
to date. It was called Fallout. 

As for the less ashen winters ahead, when 
asked how many sequels in a row to smash 
hit Bioware titles he anticipates overseeing 
before he dies, Urquhart just shrugs. 
"Whenever I try to tell the future, it always 
seems like | just spout what is definitely not 
going to happen. At this time there are no 
specific plans for us to do any more. It's pos- 
Sible we could do Neverwinter 3, but Atari 
and we haven't even discussed that.” 

Socratically, it follows that, if the first part 
is true and everything Urquhart predicts is 
wrong, then his prediction af no more 
Bioware sequels in reality portends infinite 
ones. Which brings us to the top question 
on every gamers mind: How does Urquhart 
himself anticipate dying? “Probably in some 
freakish accident involving a taxicab, a wire- 
less controller, and duct tape.’ That's how 
you can always spot an old-schooler—in- 
ventory management to the last. ፻፪ 
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3 
Hage mî Pirates: 
CEVELGFER Akella FueLisHer Playlogic 
RELEASE CATE TBA 
In late 2000, Russian developer Akella delivered a pirate RPG called 
Sea Dogs for Bethesda. Moderately well received, it was followed by 
the less well-received Sea Dogs 2, which Bethesda, in a moment of 
marketing inspiration, released as Pirates of the Caribbean. After 
Akella and Bethesda parted ways, the developer set out to create a 
similarly themed game and began working on Age of Pirates. This 
RPG should play out almost like a pirate sim, in which you take the 
role of one of two main characters: a reckless fortune-hunter named 
Blaze or a redheaded daredevil named Beatrice. Both of them are 
successors in some way to Nicolas Sharp, the hero of Sea Dogs and 
founder of pirate republic Libertalia. Object? Recover the Caribbean 
from the likes of Johnny Depp. 
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CEVELOFER SkyFallen euecisHerR 1C 

RELEASE DATE Fall 2886 

Also known as The Bloody Magic, this game moves away from the 
choose-from-many-classes paradigm of most RPGs, instead offering 
you many styles of magic in a Diablo-esque world that is much 
more sorcery than swords. Your avatar will have at his fingertips six 
classes of magic with 12 spells each, and at higher levels, he can 


‘ à 
Blood Magic . . . @ 


~- 











+ ea ` 5 
bL H 


[above and below] In Elder Scrolls fashion, the conversation interface is topical, but 
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your journal is much more handy this time around. 


cave. Instead, | pretend Rolston 
is not there and begin to pick 
every flower أ‎ see, in pursuit of 
à career as an alchemist. It 
doesn't matter that this test 
character goes away in a few 
hours. it's the principle of the 
thing. Besides, they're pretty. 
Still on my way to the Prlory, 
1 enter the town of Aleswell, but 
there seems to be no one 
around. Going blatantly into 
someone's private house is an 
RPG antic that never gets old, 
but no one seems to ba home. 
All of a sudden someone speaks 
to me. "Graphics glitch," I say. 
There's no one here. Rolston 
chuckles. Apparently, Aleswe!l 
is full of people, it's just that 
they're invisible. Some irre- 
sponsible wizard named 
Ancotar had made all the peo- 
ple disappear and went south 
to hang out at Fort Caractacus. 
So the joke was on them, And 
me. | told the bartender—at 
least | think it was the bar- 
tender— that I'd go investigate 
and persuade the old guy that 
long-term invisibility Isn't all 
that it's cracked up ta be. While 
wandering down to the fort, i'm 


attacked by bandits, and I get 
my first taste of Oblivion's new 
combat system. They added 
blocking this time around, and 
with that element, as well as the 
ability to slash and cast ali in 
the same mode, the combat 
feels more "Integral" than it did 
in Morrowind. There are 
demons in the Fort, which | dis- 
pose of in short order, and a 
locked chest. Rather than use 
the lockpicks | had gotten from 
the corpses of the bandits, 1 try 
my skill at opening the lock. 
You need to tap the tumblers 
with a mouse click, and then 
lock them into place at precisely 
the right moment. ! really suck 
at this, so 1 use the “auto try" 
option, which does it for yau, 
except that if it fails—which it 
does a lot when your skill is 
low—you lose one pick per try. | 
manage to get a really nice 
mace out af the d«al. 

it turn out that Ancotar is a 
real flake, and is easily per- 
suaded to provide an antidote 
to the invisibility spell. 
Branching conversation trees 
are similar to Morrowind's. I'm 
supposed to stand in የከፍ middle 
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Clean EE" ¥ 
DEVELOFER 7 FUELISHER 1C 
EELERZE DATE Spring 86 
Aimed at fans of Fallout and Jagged Alliance, 
this dark RPG leads you into a ravaged peni- 
tentiary planet. It's where they put drug ad- 
dicts, thieves, and killers with a penchant 
for debauchery and harrowing violence. 
Features include real-time combat with an 
origina! role-playing system and use of over 
80 types of weapons from knuckle-dusters 
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to blasters, as well as a nonlinear dialogue 
system. Dungeon Cleaners—it's kinda like 
being a vigilante cotton swab. 
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CEVELOPER Ürosscut pm mes 
PUBLISHER TEA RELEASE DATE 28836 

In addition to cleaning, there is a whole lot 
of delving going on. This developer of 
RuneSword 1 and 2 offers a variety of 
miniquests—over 30—that are designed to 
be played during one’s lunch hour or recess. 
You control an adventuring party that wan- 
ders through a forbidden land encounter- 
ing strangers, magical markets, chaotic 
cities, black forests, and wild beasts. Fate 
plays a large role in what happens in en- 
counters, so a lot of strategy is needed to 
improve your odds in different situations. 
Your delvers may help or hurt you In these 
encounter situations. It all goes back to your 
strategy in choosing the mix of characters. 
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DEVELOPER Digital Summoners 
PUBLISHER TBA RELENZE DATE 2966 
You probably wonder how Getica acquired 
its name, No? Sure you do. it's actually two 
third-person single-player RPGs In one, with 
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action that takes place during the golden 
ages of the Dacian civilization. The Dacians 
were also known as the Getae—hence the 
name. Cult of the Elders serves as an intro, 
played from a wizard's perspective, and its 
world is inhabited-by mythological crea- 
tures in pre-ancient times, somewhere be- 
tween 1000 and 500 BC. The second part, 
called Roman Wars, takes place between 
the first and the second centuries AD while 
the Getae were fighting a series of wars 
against the Roman Empire, with the events 
closely following the history of that period. 
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DEVELOPER Piranha Bytes 


PUBLISHER JoWood 
EELEASE CATE ZANG 


This game has been on the burner for some 
time, but chances for a 2006 release still 
look promising. Staying true to the Gothic 
series, Piranha Bytes is keeping its latest 
entry completely ensconced in classic RPG 
style. As you start out, the ship on which 
you set sail from the islands of Gothic If 
reaches the mainland. Here you find that 
the Orcs have won the great war, and hu- 
manity has become enslaved. You can join 
up with either the orc or the human fac- 
tions, or choose to align with neither at the 
outset. The game will actually have about 
six factions from which to choose if you 
wish to align, or you can proceed com- 
pletely on your own. Built on the Genome 
Engine, the game's characters are com- 
posed of about 12,000 polygons each, with 
motion captured animations. Whether or 
not said characters will ever be on horse- 
back, though, is still in discussion. 
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attention of the guards. 
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CEVELOFER Iron Lore PuELISHER THO 
RELEASE DATE Summer 28836 
While Titan Quest may seem like Diablo or Dungeon Siege with different 
set-dressings, developer Iron Lore is actually going for something 
that'll appeal a bit more to casual gamers. Set in the ancient world of 
Egypt, Babylon, Crete, etc., this RPG from the co-creator of Age of 
Empires promises to be easily accessible and sports a very sophisticated 
look. Perhaps the thing that has gamers most intrigued, though, is the 
World Editor, which appears to be very powerful and easy to use. The 
editor lets you create environments in any number of "World Files,’ and 
link them together to design your own custom space. 


of town and use it, and if ali 
goes well, the Aleswell people 
get to see each other again. I 
do. It does. They do. They thank 
me. Rolston heaves a sigh and 
leaves. | relax. 

So, let's see. There's that red 
dot. Still. Never being one to 
take the road if I can wander 
through the wilderness, ! set out 
off-road where | get to fight 
wolves, hunters, and more ban- 
dits. And there's anothar cave. 
Jauffre has waited this long, so! 
decide to explore it. Rolston's 
not there to deter me, and the 
cave music is way less threaten- 
ing. This is the "Cava of the 
Wind" a medium-sized dungeon 
that | traverse completely, dis- 
persing rats, bats, and more 
demons. The gameworld is so— 
and yes, I’m going to use the 
dreaded burrword—“immer- 
sive,” and filled with way more 
“stuff” than Morrowind s was. 
Wandering around in Morrowind 
often felt ampty. It was detailed 
and great looking, but you were 
less likely to come across a whole 
lot ta do off the beaten path. 

| eventually reach the Priory. 
And it's nighttime. And no one 
is around. The NPCs, via thair 
“radiant Al” all have Jobs and 

lives and motivations that tie 
them very strongly to their 
habitats. You really do believe 
their actions and reactions—to 
you, and to one another. 
There's a note on the table in 
the Priory. it seems to be from a 
Brother Piner to his mother. In 
it he tries to reassure her about 
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DEVELOPER CDProjekt eus_isHer TBA RELEASE DATE 2886 


This intriguing-looking RPG is built on a heavily modified Aurora 
(Neverwinter Nights) engine. In it, you play a Witcher—a genetically-mu- 
tated-during-childhood warrior—named Geralt of Rivia, the main char: 
acter in the novels on which this title is based. The game features more 
action-oriented combat than RPGers are generally used to, as well as 
three interwoven plotlines, each of which can be played with a differ- 
ent result. There are moral implications too, and a really interesting 
take on potions and spells (called "signs"). 


The Witcher 
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One false move, like harse thievery, or even picking up a dish can attract the 


recent dire events. The cool 
thing is that there are several 
drafts of the letter, which you 
can also read, crumpled up 
around the final one. There's a 
lot to read in this game, same 
essential, but tons of “extra 
stuff” if yau'ce so inclined, 

At daybreak, | find the Priory 
coming to life. Hey look: a great- 
loaking horse. 1 click on it. "Stop, 
thief!" Er, yeah, 1 guess | had 
stolen it. It was another 
Quickload moment. | didn't steal 

it again. There's Prior Maborel, 
who was pretty upset at my 
horse thievery, and Eronor, a 
shepherd who seemed to like ma 
at one point, but 1 must have 
done something to offend him. 
I'm still not sure what. 

Jauffra is tha Grandmaster af 
the Blades. He tells ma a story 
about the Emperor's illegitimate 
son, Martin, who is a priest in 
the Chapel of Akatosh in the city 
of Kvatch. I’m supposed to find 
him and bring him safely back 
to Weynon Priory. Feeling the 
urgency of the new red dot, | 
stop only long enough to join 
the Mage's Guild In Skingrad, 
aad arrive at Kvatch only to find 
it completely destroyed. In the 
center of the ruined city is a 
huge fiery portal: the gate to 
hali—or at least to Oblivion. 1 
near it, and a new voice says, 
“Don't go in there! We don't 
want writers to see Oblivion be- 
fore the game is released.” It's 
the Lord of Public Relations, 
whose sword is bigger than 
mine. Damn. -414DY YANS 
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TTT HHH HHH 
TTT HHHHHHHHH 
TT HHHHHHHHH 
TTT HHH HHH 
TTT HHH HHH 
TTT HHH HHH 
DDDDDD AAAAA YYY YYY SSSS 
DDDDDDD AAAAAAA YYY YYY SSS 
DDD DDD AAA AAA YYY YYY SSS 
DDD DDD AAA AAA YYY YYY- SSS 
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Once upon a time, 
Lifes easily condensed into simple verbs, 


takeable on 


text adventures ruled the computer universe: 


acts 


and two-word commands. Passages ware twisty ang Narrow 
(and frustratingly all alike). Babel Fishes came in vending E 
So what happened? Where have all the good Gruas ye 
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hese are the immortal opening words of Zork, the most famous of text adventures—or “interactive fiction,” 
T to go by the fashion of the day. The success of Zork transformed its developer, Infocom, from a hodgepodge 
of crab-racing computer geeks to a multimillion-dollar company. The era birthed some of the greatest games 
ever written, such as A Mind Forever Voyaging, Deadline, and The Hitchhiker's Guide ta the Galaxy. 


Then, abruptly, it was gone. 


But not for long. Fittingly, the genre’s resurrection was much like its inception over 30 years ago. Text adven- 


tures resurfaced on the Internet, slowly regaining their fan base and momentum. 


RA RPOWERTURER 15 YOU 
It began, as most things do, with trying to impress a 
girl. Two of them, in fact. 

In 1972, ARPANET developer Wil! Crowther faced a 
painful divorce. Feeling alienated from his two young 
daughters, he decided to create a game for the three of 
them. Crowther, an avid caver, crafted a computer simu- 
lation of Kentucky's Bedquilt Cave from survey data he'd 
taken himself. Although his creation wasn't much more 
than a plotted-line tour of the cave, his daughters loved 
it. He called the game Colossal Cave Adventure. 

In 1975, Crowther created a revised version for his 
PDP-10 computer and released it on the infant 
ARPANET, a progenitor of the current Internet. Despite 
the then-staggering 300KB memory requirement, the 
game quickly spread on the network. 
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Eventually, it appeared on the computers at the 
Stanford Artificial Intelligence Lab, where a resident re- 
searcher named Don Woods stumbled on it. After finish- 
ing the game, Woods asked Crowther for permission to 
expand it. Crowther readily agreed. Woods added a sub- 
stantial fantasy element, giving the game trolls, elves, 
and even a Mount Doom-like volcano. He named the 
newly revised edition Adventure. 


DENY TRING CARN BACEN 

Crowther and Woods's creation continued to spread, 
and in 1978, the young Scott Adams discovered 
Adventure. Hungry for more, he wanted to create a simi- 
lar game for his TRS-80; however, given the tiny mem- 
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ory of the computer (only 16KB), the task seemed im- 
possible. Adams was undaunted. "| decided to just in- 
vent my own adventure writing language and com- 
piler” he recalls. With his new language, he wrote 
Adventureland, 

Later that year, Adams ran an ad for Adventureland In 
a computer magazine. "When | saw no one was actually 
selling computer games, | thought it would be a good 
idea to help those, like myself, who wanted to play,” he 
says. The ad made history, as Adams was the first per- 
son to commercially distribute a computer game. To 
handle demand for Adventureland, Adams and his wife 
Alexis formed their own computer game company, 
Adventure International, which would put out games 
for the next seven years. 


ETT eRe. BE GRUES 

Adams wasn't the only one captivated by Adventure. 
Crowther and Woods's game had migrated onto the 
computers at MIT's Laboratory for Computer Science, 
where it found many fans. 

Among them were Marc Blank, Tim Anderson, Dave 
Lebling, and Bruce Daniels. But their enjoyment soon 
turned to irritation. To move through the world or ma- 
nipulate objects in Adventure, you had to type directions 
into the command line for the game to “parse” or deci- 
pher. Frustratingly, Adventure could only handle two- 
word inputs, precluding more natural and complex com- 
mands. So, in 1977, the four of them started work on an 
improved version of Adventure, and Zork was born. 

Although Zork kept the command-line interface from 
Adventure, its parser was much improved. It could sift 
through an English sentence and diagram the phrases. 
Now, instead of having to type stunted directions such 
85 “HIT THIEF,” players could give longer commands like 
"Hit the stupid thief with the empty bottle" 

Zork spread like wildfire. Because it ran on the lab's 
mainframe, which was open to anyone, people all over 
the world were soon playing the game. 
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In 1979, a few idealistic MIT students, including 
Anderson, Lebling, and Daniels, decided to form their 
own company named Infocom. There was no business 
plan, no model, not even a product, but the founders 
knew they wanted to continue working together out- 
side MIT, possibly by building business software. 


To stay afloat, the company needed a product, and it 


needed one fast. Naturally, the company looked to Zork. 


But, like Adventure before it, Zork had memory require- 
ments hopelessly beyond what any home computer at 
the time could handle. 

Just as in Scott Adams' case, their solution was to de- 
sign a new language and a new virtual machine just for 
text adventures, named the Z-machine. In addition, 
Infocom created a new compiler called ZIP (Z-machine 
Interpretive Program). To make a game run on any spe- 
cific computer, programmers simply had to write a ZIP 
for that system. Since many different computer models 
competed in the budding home PC market, this porta- 
bility would be crucial to Infocom's success. 


Over the next five years, the games from Infocom 
swelled in popularity, and the company became the 
biggest name in text adventures, Early games like 
Deadline, Starcross, and Planetfall met wide critical ac- 
claim and commercial success, Later ones, such as The 
Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, A Mind Forever 
Voyaging, and Trinity, were also considered brilliant 
works of fiction. 

From the beginning, Infocom used unique business 
tactics. For instance, games appeared not just in com- 
puter stores but in bookstores as well. Since newer text 
adventures didn't make the older ones obsolete, both 
stayed side by side on store shelves, Games came with 
“feelies,” or extra items like pens, pamphlets, coins, 
maps, even sample drugs. These feelies often were cru- 
cial to beating the game (thus acting as a subtle de- 


fense against software piracy). 
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Infocom's success had just as much to do with the 
people in the company as it did with quirky marketing 
strategy . Most of the employees working at Infocom 
were in their mid-twenties, without families. "The 
Infocom group wasn't just our work base, but also our 
after-hours friends,” recalls former staff writer Steve 
Meretzky (author of dozens of games, including 
Planetfall, Spellcasting 101, and The Space Ban. 





When the goldfish in the 

courtyard pond at Infocom 
mysteriously went belly-up:4 
employees conducted a murder 
trial to catch the suspect. 


The atmosphere was one of creativity, ambition, and 
fun. Infocom programmers were known as “Imps, short 
for implementors (that’s how they spelled it). They held 
hermit crab races on a makeshift racetrack named 


feelies.arg 


Nonprofit hoping to resurrect the 
famous Infocom tradition of “feal- 


if playing by yourself isn't your 

thing, here's a guide to same of the 
more active websites keeping the ገ] 
text-based tradition alive. L 


recent games. 
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The Brass Lantern 

Repository of previews, reviews, ed- 
itorials, and even hint guides for in- 
teractive fiction. brassiantern.org 
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Grand Text Auto 

Scholarly blog discussing interac- 
tive fiction game theory, criticism, 
and design. grandtextauto. 
gatech.edu 
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ies” by distributing them for more 


Quarterly e-zine with reviews and 
editorials about new games. 
sparkynet.com/spag 


Usenet groups dedicated to creating 
and playing interactive fiction. 
These discussion groups have been 
around for almost 20 years. 
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PLAYING INTERACTIVE FICTION 101 


To play interactive fiction these 
days, you need two things: the 
interpreter, which runs the 
game engine, and the story file, 
which is the game itself. Why 
double the fun? It’s all about 
portability: Separating the two 
allows a game to run on as 
many systems as possible. 
interactive fiction authors 
generally program in one of 
three languages—Hugpo, TADS, 
and Inform—sa you'll want a 
matching interpreter. Hugo 
Multimedia Interpreter, 
HyperTADS, and Frotz are some 
examples; you can get therm 
through Baf’s Guide (see below). 
{Feeling crazy enough to 


write a game yourself? Hugo, 
TADS, and Inform are available 
for download at generalcof- 
fee.com/hugo.html, tads.org, 
and inform-fiction.org, respec- 
tively.) 

You can also visit individual 
authors’ websites to find 
games. For example, Andrew 
Plotkin, author of Shade and So 
Far, posts his games on his per- 
sonal site eblong.com/zarf/ 
if.html. Nick Montfort, author 
of Twisty Little Passages, lists 
his games on nickm.com. On his 
site, msadams.cam, Scott 
Adams has released most of his 
Adventure International titles 
as shareware. 


As for additional games, 
there're enough interactive fic- 
tion websites to make your eyes 
bleed. Three places to start are: 


The Annual iF Competition 
Now in its 11th year, the 
Annual IF Competition is the 


- best place to find new releases. 


Contest rules dictate that en- 
tries be winnable in less than 
two hours, so this is where to 
go if you’re unsure about inter- 
active fiction and want to test 
something short. ifcomp.org 


Spring Thing IF Competition 
Unlike the IF Competition, the 
Spring Thing focuses on 


medium-sized works, and games 
here tend to قط‎ meatier and of 
higher quality. springthing.net 


Baf’s Guide to the IF Archive 
So why not head straight over 
to the IF Archive itself 
(ifarchive.org)? Because, de- 
spite the hundreds of games, 
interpreters, and emulators 
archived there, the actual site is 
nearly impossible to navigate. 
You're better off with Baf's 
Guide, whose simpla interface 
allows you to search for games 
by title, author, or genre. A 
summary, review, rating, and 
download link accompany each 
entry. wurb.com/if/index 





“Drink ‘em Downs. When the goldfish in the courtyard 
pond mysteriously went belly-up, employees con- 
ducted a murder trial to catch the suspect. 

“At Infocom, | had conversations you could never ex- 
pect to have any place else in the world,’ says former 
Imp Bob Bates. “It was great" 


yet made, and cash for new offices, employees, and ad- 
vertising was spent at an alarming rate. 

Money might not have been a problem had 
Cornerstone been successful. But it wasn't. Although it 
debuted in 1985 to rave reviews, Cornerstone only sold 
10,000 copies. "If it had come out maybe a year or two 
earlier, it would've been a different environment,’ says 
Meretzky. “It was mostly just a case of bad timing.’ 

Even worse, the industry experienced a painful crash 
in 1985. Costs skyrocketed, but game sales slowed. 
Financially, Infocom was screwed, and debts and layoffs 
were inevitable. But even layoffs didn't help. 
"[Cornerstone] put Infocom in a situation where it just 
wouldn't have been able to survive independently,’ says 
Meretzky. 


As the game business soared, Infocom looked to try 
something new: making business software. In 1982, it 
started work on a database package called Cornerstone. 


Although commercially defunct 
at the end of the 1980s, text 
adventures were still very much 


i At the end of 1985, Jim Levy, the CEO of Activision, 
alive on the Internet. 


offered to buy the struggling company. Infocom had 
little choice but to accept, but by most of the Imps, 
the merger was seen as a godsend. Activision prom- 
ised to save Infocom from certain annihilation, and, 
better yet, it swore to stay out of the company's in- 
ternal affairs. 

Six months later, Activision ran into its own money 
troubles. The board fired Jim Levy, bringing in Bruce 
Davis as CEO. "There was a total climate change when 
he took power,” Meretzky says. Davis had been the only 
member of the board who opposed the Infocom 
merger, and he quickly inflicted a series of ill-suited, 
heavy-handed decisions on the struggling company. 


Selling business software sounded great on paper. 
Profit margins were much higher: Infocom games gen- 
erally sold for $30 to $50, but database packages re- 
tailed for hundreds. However, from the start, 
Cornerstone was racked with problems. 

"The main problem was basically all the money spent 
marketing it,” says Meretzky. Personnel and resources 
for Cornerstone were funded by money Infocom hadn't 


10 GREAT MOMENTS IN TEXT 


1. Killing the dragan in 
Adventure. With what? 





2. Stumbling into the 
“alavering fangs of a 
lurking grue.” Well, 
Zork did warn you. 


3. Singing Floyd the 
Robot to eternal sleep 
in Planetfail. If you did- 
n't cry, you have a wal- 
nut for a soul. 


. Finally catching that 
stupid Babel Fish In 
The Hitchhiker’s Guide 
to the Galaxy. 


5. Vacuuming those first 
sand grains in Shade, 
only to have them inex- 
plicably—and omi- 
nously— multiply. 


Your bare hands, of 
course. 
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Davis required Infocom to use the Activision pack- 
aging plant instead of its in-house one, doubling 
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packaging costs. Newer games now replaced older 
ones in stores, cutting the life expectancy of Infocom 
games. To fill the empty shelves, Davis ordered 
Infocom to produce eight games a year, instead of its 
usual four or five. 


GRAPHICS TEDE De LOE “ine A i 
Moreover, computer graphics had finally matured, giv- 
ing Infocom's competitors an edge. Without time or 
money to spare on experimentation, Infocom slowly fell 
behind. More importantly, the Imps themselves resisted 
the change to graphics. “! don't think they embraced 
the idea of graphical adventures,” says Bates. The com- 
pany waited until the late 1980s to produce quality 
graphic adventures, but by then it was too late. 

Infocom desperately struggled to make money under 
Activision, but its games just weren't selling as well as 
they once had. By 1989, enough was enough, and 
Activision shut Infocom's doors for good. 

"It was a dark day,’ says Meretzky. 

After the demise of Infocom, Bob Bates founded 
Legend Entertainment with his friend Mike Verdu. 
Together, they ran Legend for the next 15 years, releas- 
ing titles such as Eric the Unready, Timequest, and 
Meretzky's Spellcasting series. 

Legend was lucky. With Infocom gone, it seemed like 
certain death for interactive fiction. 


Although commercially defunct at the end of the 19805, 
text adventures were still very much alive on the 
Internet. Fans quickly nailed the mechanics of making 
games. ል collection of amateur-designed programming 
languages surfaced on the Web, such as TADS, Hugo, 
and Inform. The languages allowed anyone with 
enough time, persistence, and coffee to create interac- 
tive fiction. 

And soon they did. The Annual IF Competition, where 
writers like Emily Short and Andrew Plotkin got their 
start, began in 1995. In 1997, Scott Adams released all 
of his old SAGA games on his website. Sites dedicated 
ta text adventures mushroomed. 

Interactive fiction started to move in new directions. 
"During the 19805, Infocom couldn't have put out a 
game like the ones today,’ suggests Nick Montfort, au- 
thor of the book Twisty Little Passages. Brief experimen- 
tal games like Galatea, an interactive conversation with 
à statue, and Shade, a one-room apartment horror 
game, revolutionized the genre. 

Recently, some authors have attempted once more 


6. Hurling mud at the 
sleeping dragon in 
Adventureland. In 
some cases, mud is 
good; in others.... 


7. Realizing that The Plan 
in A Mind Forever 
Voyaging is a failure. 


The term “interactive Fiction” gener- 
ally refers to games that use text 
commands to control characters and 
manipulate a simulated environ- 
ment. But what do some of the other 
terms mean? Here's a short glossary: 


69, 105 Infocom’s favorite weird 
number; 69 in hexadecimal is 105 in 
decimal, and 69 in decimal is 105 in 
octal. Often slipped into games as a 
geeky (and dirty) in-joke. 


Grue A light-hating monster with a 
taste for foolish adventurers. First 
appeared in Zork. 


implementor A game writer at 
Infocom. Typically shortaned to 
"Imp." 


interpreter A program that runs 
the game engine for interactive fic- 
tion. 


Parser A part of the program that 
divides a player's text commands 
into code the game can understand. 


Story File The specific interactive 
fiction game file. 


XYZZY First made famous as a 
magic word in Adventure that, when 
typed, would teleport you to distant 
parts of the cave. 


Zarkmid The main unit of currency 
in the Zork universe Infocom games. 
Emblazoned with the motto “In 
Frobs We Trust." 


8. Winning the joust in 








to make money from their efforts. Short's City of Secrets, 
commissioned by the band Secret-Secret, was the first 
paid interactive fiction in years. Peter Nepstad boldly at- 
tached a $20 price tag to his 1893: A World's Fair Mystery, 
which has met with small but steady success. Yet for 
most authors, making money isn't an option. 


"Interactive fiction still has many directions for devel- 
opment,’ says Short when asked about the future of 
the genre. "So many techniques have to be refined, 
and so much remains to be invented.” As long as au- 
thors have time, ideas, and text editors, there will be 
interactive fiction. 


Handhelds have helped keep the 
CD side-scroller alive: perhaps 
something similar will happen 
with interactive fiction. 


|[በ 2000, if someone had asked whether 2D gaming 
had a future, the answer would've been a resounding 
no. However, handhelds like the Nintendo Game Boy 
and DS have helped keep alive the 2D side-scroller. 
Perhaps something similar wil! happen with interac- 
tive fiction. 

In the meantime, there's always Zork. © 


10. Accusing the bathroom 
tollet in Deadline of 
murder. 


9. Hearing Galatea re- 
count Pygmalion’s 
madness and crualty 
toward her in Galatea. 


Arthur: The Quest for 
Excalibur. 
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Buy City of Heroes and City of Villains 
Together and Save $10 


City of Heroes 


Venture into paragon City and discover the 
danger, wonder and fast action that awaits 
` you around every corner in this online role 


playing game 


City of Villains 

Are You Destined for Great Evil? Forge new 
super-powered villain characters in an at- 
tempt to dominate the world 











City of Heroes 29” 
City of Villains 39” 
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Wild Arms 4 Full Spectrum Warrior: 
lia Arms 10 Hammers 
Play the brand new entry in the popular Pla wur 
; à y the most realistic portrayal of Infantry- 
Wild Arms series level urban warfare via unique tactical ac- 
52 4” tion gameplay 
$ 49” 
Star Wars: Battlefront II Stubbs the Zombie in 
The stellar online play that marked the Rebel without a Pulse 
original Battlefront returns even bigger Battle between the living and the dead in 
and better this crazy action adventure game 
5 49” e 4 9° 
Dragon Quest VIII Gun 
Play the latest installment of the Immensely Be a part of the realistic epic action/adven- 
popular Dragon Quest series and the first to ture that lets gamers experience the brutal- 
be released for PS2 ity of the lawless West 
$ 49?? $ 49?? 
MVP 06 NCAA Baseball Halo 2 
Play the first-ever college basebail Play the sequel to the highly successful and 
console game critically acclaimed Halo*: Combat Evolved 
529* 529” 
ሥ 








Your Source for Games 
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PC - Xbox ፥ Xbox 360 - PlayStation 2 ٠ Nintendo GameCube ፥ Nintendo DS - PSP - GBA and More! 





































^ NINTENDO DS N 
Chronides of Narnia: ; | 
The Lon EN » Castlevania: Dawn of Sorrow ` 
- : Jos e Wardrobe Play the first game in Konami's legendary | 
Live the epic adventure while playing all four Castlevania series for Nintendo DS | 
heroes in a team-based action adventure 53 4” 
53 96” 
e e s 4 ቻ 
The Urbz: Sims in the City 2 Advance Wars: Dual Strike 
It's up to you whether your Urbz become big- 5 Play the award-winning turn-based strategy 
time players on the street or are lost ከ the crowd 3 au) game on the Nintendo DS | 
هه‎ 
2”  ቹም፡፡ 534” | 
/ 
a 
Grand Theft Auto: 
Resident Evil 4 Liberty City Stories | 
Resident Evil reinvents itself as the series It's an entirely new game in the Grand Theft 
moves in a terrifying new direction Auto series and brings an unprecedented 
33 5” | mobile dimension to this epic experience 
49” 
| 
Shadow the Hedgehog PoPoLo Crois | 
jn " The popular cel-shaded RPG series comes to | 
(s ML quete the path that በበርን the PlayStation Partabie system with a return 4 
ultimately take is completely up to you of the original adventures of Prince Pinon | 
53 9” | 
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Agatha Christie: 
And Then There Were None 


Prepare to play the video game based on the 
Bestselling murder mystery cf all time 


GT Legends 


Explore the mysteries of an exotic new reaim 


$4 9?5 
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33 EverQuest II: | 
| 

Desert of Flames 
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Motherboardgames 


Two of the best board games currently available, Ticket to Ride and Puerto Rico, make their PC debuts 
with generally excellent results By TRACY BAKER 





፪ f you think board games suck, you just 
B haven't played the right ones. That's be- 
cause most American board games are 
like most American beers: bland, simplistic, 
and utterly forgettable. But, just as beer con- 
noisseurs can rely on American microbrew- 
eries and foreign imports to tickle their 
palates, board game aficionados can enjoy 
an embarrassment of riches from the various 
American and overseas publishers who 
know how to make great games. Fortunately 
for PC gamers, two of the best— Ticket to 
Ride (Days of Wonder/* عاج عاد‎ *4) and 
Puerto Rico (Eagle Games/* **)—have 
been converted to computer games. 

Despite their obvious differences, each 
represents the cream of its genre. Ticket to 
Ride is what most American board games 
aspire to be but fail miserably: it's light, easy 
to learn, and luck driven but not luck de- 
pendent. Contrast that to Puerto Rico, which 
represents the best of what the heavier so- 
called "Eurogames" have to offer. There is 
very little luck involved, lots of direct con- 
flict, lots of room for both tactical brilliance 
and strategic planning, and 
8 much more complex 
rule-set relative to popular 
American games. There’s 
no question that both 
work superbly when 
played face to face across a 
table, but how do they fare 
on the computer? 

In the case of Ticket to 
Ride, the answer is bril- 
liantly. This 15, at heart, a 
game of laying track. 
Players draw destination 
tickets that have two listed 
cities and gain points by 
placing rail cars to create 
an unbroken connection 
of their color between 
those two cities. The 
longer the connection, the 
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to Ride like this one on the Swiss map. 


more points you stand to gain. However, 
you lose those points if the ticket is not 
completed at the end of the game. On any 
given turn, players can do only one of three 
things: grab some new destination tickets, 
grab colored train cards, or play colored 
train cards so they can claim one of the 
city-to-city routes printed on the map. 
Once a route is claimed, it is gone forever, 
so you need to act fast without giving away 
your strategy. 

Those are the basics of gameplay on the 
original U.S. map, but the PC game also in- 
cludes the Ticket to Ride: Europe map and an 
exclusive Switzerland one. £urope adds ele- 
ments like tunnel routes, where you're 
never quite sure exactly how many train 
cards you'll need to claim them, and train 
stations that cost points but let you borrow 
other people's routes to meet the require- 
ments for your destination tickets. It loses 






Don’t expect real players to let you get away with a cross-continental link in Ticket 
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some of the streamlined elegance of the 
U.S. map in the process but is an interesting 
game in its own tight. 

The real gem here is the Swiss map. 
which only accommodates two or three 
players (the other maps play two to five). It 
keeps the tunnels but axes the train sta- 
tions, and it offers new types of destination 
tickets that require extremely long connec- 
tions but have huge point rewards. With 
three players, this map is a fairly relaxing di- 
version. But with two, it becomes an ab- 
solutely brutal game of outguessing and 
outblocking your opponent. This is the best 
way for experienced people to play Ticket to 
Ride, and the Swiss map is perhaps the best 
reason to own the PC version. 

The PC conversion is practically flawless. 
It runs at a fixed resolution of 1024x768, 
and there's currently no way to play it in a 
window, but it still looks terrific. There's also 


[opposite page top] Puerto Rico has an optional 3D interface that is even harder to play with than the 2D one. (far left] Puerta Rico is perhaps too slick 
for its own good. [left] It takes a lot of memorization to understand what all of these little symbols mean. 
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no way to speed up the game's many ani- 
mations. Aside from these minor faults, it 
actually plays better on the PC than it does 
on a real board, since bookkeeping is elimi- 
nated. The best aspect by far, however, is 
the game's seamless integration with pub- 
lisher Days of Wonder's Ticket to Ride Online 
game. The online version is available to play 
at daysofwonder.com for free, but you can 
only create games if you have activated a 
Days of Wonder Web Card. These cost $12 
for six months of access or $18 for a year, 
but a 12-month subscription is included 
with the purchase of the PC game. 

At any given time, day or night, there are 
anywhere from dozens to hundreds of 
Ticket to Ride fans waiting to play online, 
and the PC game offers a much prettier in- 
terface than the free online version. There 
are basic opponents to help you learn the 
ropes, but you need to play against real 
people to appreciate how much this game 
system does with so few rules. This is a true 
classic, and the PC version is a true bargain. 

Puerto Rico is another classic, but the 
computer version is far from perfect. This 
game lets you take on the role of a 16th- 
century plantation owner, and you must ef- 
ficiently manage crops, distribute colonists, 
and construct buildings to earn both 
money and victory points. The core of the 
game is a clever mechanism that lets play- 
ers determine the order in which things are 
done each turn by selecting from a variety 
of different roles. When most roles are cho- 
sen, everyone gets to do the associated ac- 
tion (if they are able), but the person who 
picks it gets the added benefit of acting 
first and may receive other bonuses. For ex- 
ample, the Captain role lets the person who 
chooses it load their goods on a ship back 
to the mother country before anyone else 
does, potentially shutting opponents out of 
the action if their ship fills up before they 
have a chance to act. The Builder role pro- 
vides a building discount and lets you build 
before anyone else, the Mayor role gives 
you extra colonists to help operate your 
plantation and buildings, and so on. Timing 
Is everything, and there are plenty of 
strategies to try because there are so many 
ways to accumulate victory points and 
grow your operation. 

The PC game supports multiple resolu- 
tions and is gorgeous to a fault. In the 
board game, tiles are marked with text 
telling you what they are and what they 
do, but here you get only the graphics. 
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Tooltips help, but it would be great if the 
buildings were at least labeled on the 
purchase screen so players could quickly 
scan their benefits. It's also difficult to 
keep track of the action because every- 
thing is so automated. When a player se- 
lects the role that lets you get new 
colonists, for example, the game automat- 
ically places them (if possible), and the 
next phase is rolling before you even 
knew the old phase had begun. The PC 
version is much better for experienced 
Puerto Rico players (who will be pleased 
to know this version comes with the op- 
tional expansion buildings), as newcom- 
ers will struggle with the interface. 

Only purchase Puerto Rico if you know 
you'll have some other people to play 
against. Overall, the Al is better than in 
Ticket to Ride, which never tries to block 
you, but it's very susceptible to some basic 
strategies. If you can get enough like- 
minded gamers together, consider skip- 
ping the PC edition and springing for the 
excellent board game version. And some 
good beer. 
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Genre Gangsta Simulator Developer Avalanche 
Entertainment/Ritual Entertainment 
Publisher Eidos ESRB Mature 
lequirements 1.4GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 
he National Law Enforcement Officers 
Memorial Fund mounted a campaign to 
discourage kids from buying or playing 
25 to Life and put pressure on retailers not 
to stock it. While it's nice to know that 
someone out there is thinking of the chil- 
dren, they're doing kids a disservice as that 
kind of attention will only draw more peo- 
ple to this depressing ode to thug life. 

As a third-person action game, 25 to Life 
is kind of a "Max Payne in the Hood,’ only 
without the quality gameplay. Its storyline is 
muddled and incomprehensible, arbitrarily 
jumping between three characters: A 





gangsta trying to get out of the game by 
mercilessly gunning down (good? bad?) 
cops and prison guards, another even more 
brutal gangsta trying to take over Mexico, 
and an officer trying to deal with crooked 
coworkers. (Are you good or bad? Who 
knows? Who cares?) It also features enemies 
whose dying words include “Jesus Christ, 
forgive me for my sins,’ which is just creepy. 
It's bleak, it’s tacky, it's offensive, and, unlike 
Grand Theft Auto San Andreas, it's lousy. 

On the plus side, you have to give some 
respect to a game that omits save points 
but offers up dozens of “change song” 
points on each level. Even with that good 
will, it's hard to forgive the boredom that re- 
sults from the dull and repetitive levels, 
poor visuals, and tepid action. The combat 
never varies: An on-screen radar tells you 
when someone is around the corner; you 
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lean out, pop off a few shots, absorb a few 
blows, and continue forward. Each level has 
secondary goals, which unlock additional 
cool accoutrements for your multiplayer 
dopplegangsta on completion. 

Multiplayer is actually pretty elaborate. 
There are three modes of cops vs. criminals: 
War is team deathmatch, Raid is a game of 
"Protect your stash, dude,’ and Robbery is a 
collection game where criminals want the 
loot and cops want to recover it. Tag is crim- 
inals vs. criminals, where you try to gain 
control of points on the map. While it's nice 
to have all of the modes available, the only 
one anyone seems to want to play—at least 
at the game's launch—is War. (What is it 
good for?) 

Although the multiplayer is moderately 
entertaining in a mindless sort of way, it's 
unlikely to have much of a following, con- 


[left to right] Melee weapons aren't such a good idea, 
but it's good to see your character holds a gun in the 
proper gangsta way; You can take hostages, but the 
cops will still try to gun you down; Vandalism is fun! 
You can tag certain areas to get end-of-level bonuses. 
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Age of Empires Il! 
Microsoft ቋ 5 


^ Cali of Duty 2 
. Activision zk yi 
* Civilization IV 


2K Games * * x) 


World of WarCraft 
Vivendi Universal * 


' The Sims 2 


Electronic Arts 


The Sims 2: Nightlife 
Electranic Arts 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 
Atari የ72 

Battlefield 2: Special Forces 
Electronic Arts 


The Movies 
Activision ነን 


Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire 


Electronic Arts 


World of WarCraft 
Vivendi Universal 

The Sims 2 University 
Electronic Arts 4 

The Sims 2 

Electronic Arts 

Guild Wars 

NCSoft x 
RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 
Atari (Va 
Battlefield 2 
Electronic Arts 

The Sims 2: Nightlife 
Electronic Arts s * k 
Age of Empires lil 
Microsoft xk 


The Sims Deluxe 
Electronk Arts # 


Cali of Duty 2 
Activision * k sk ቋ 2 


Source: NPO Group NPO Funworld. The December and 
7005 lists are based on units sold by more than 70 
channel partners, representing 90% of the U.S. retail 
consumes market. 





cqoatinecom 63 













































sidering the deadly poor single-player 
game. And, if there's anything that sums 
up the contradictions of 25 to Life, it's the 
appropriation of Public Enemy's classic 
*Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos" for the 
prison break-out segment. Here's this 
amazing song blasting out of your speak- 
ers, one that's lost none of its power. It's 
highly unlikely Chuck D had this game in 
mind when he rapped, "Now the chase is 
on tellin' you to c'mon, 53 brothers on the 
run, and we are gone" In fact, the song's 
premise, namely the palpable anger and 
rage an African American man would feel 
being imprisoned for refusing to fight for 
his country, is so completely at odds with 
the "I'm a bad, bad guy trying to go good 
who killed a bunch of people and landed 
in jail" conceit of 25 to Life that its inclusion 
has to be ironic. 

And it ends with a heartwarming scene 
of reconciliation between father and son, 
one that insinuates that the youngster will 
follow dad's lead and embrace violence as a 
means to an end. With this ending, it's clear 
the developers were 8150 thinking of the 
children. -Steve Bauman 


- 


Genre Action/Arcade Flight Sim 

Developer JR Gurus Interactive 

Publisher Ubisoft Requirements 1.4GHz CPU; 
256MB RAM ESRB Teen 


he marketing bozo-speak trumpets 

Heroes of the Pacific as"the next mar- 

quee flight combat game.” Marquee it's 
not, but combat sims are enough of an en- 
dangered species that “decent” is better 
than “extinct.” 

What it isn't is a sim, unless you're de- 
scribing it as “simplistic as all-get-out;" But 
with its cobalt blue skies, powder-wisp 
clouds, hundreds of planes pulling 
Immelmanns, and AA guns ka-thooming 
around you, it hot dogs style like Tom 
Cruise jumping on a couch. Boisteraus, if 
boiled over, it's “give ‘em hell" from Pear! 
Harbor to Guadalcanal. Corsalrs, Hellcats, 
Warhawks and more, 30 missions and con- 
trol of up to 32 wingmen... what's not to 
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[top] | love the smell of particle-based explosions in the morning. [above] Just like G.I. Joe, everyone parachutes 
out alive... except for you. 


like about this WWII beauty? 


Enough to make you stay out of the cock- 


pit if floaty banking and buggy rudder con- 
trol chafe your inner grouch. While you oc- 
casionally strafe radar towers or bomb 
landing ships, most of the action's high in 
the sky, which means dogfights need to be 
tight. And in pro mode, they're not. Turns 
swing the plane left or right much too fast, 
and the rudder inexplicably stops working 
as you throttle up or down. Arcade mode, 
which "fixes" the silly turbo-turning, auto- 
rudders at the cost of precision. The safest 
way to think about Heroes is as the "little 
flight sim that couldn't" 

If you hate hardcore sims, on the other 


hand, Heroes can be tons of fun. The dog- 
fighting Al does a decent enough job out- 
flanking, though most of the challenge 
comes from timed objectives, and low-fly- 
ing enemies avoid stupidly crashing into 
the terrain. Arcade controls are good 
enough to make the lower difficulty set- 
tings playable, and the audio-visual pack- 
age really is unparalleled. Dozens of solo 
dogfight or team-play options wait online, 
though you can only fillet up to eight play- 
ers at a time, compared with solo mode's 
buzzing hives. 

Take Heroes seriously and it fizzles. But as 


loosey-goosey melodrama, 115 not half bad. 
-Matt Peckham 
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Genre Racing Developer Invictus 
Publisher Graphsim ESRB Not Rated 
iirements 1.4GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


RC 2005 is that rare racing game that 

perfectly straddles the stark reality of 

pure simulations like Grand Prix 
Legends and the more relaxed arcade game- 
play of games like Rally Fusion. It is the por- 
ridge that is neither too hot nor too cold, 
which is great until you realize that the rac- 
ing genre has moved well beyond porridge. 

There are only six tracks, but they are re- 

configured between races in so many ways 
that they remain familiar but rarely become 
stale. Most offer a mix of surfaces, so your 
tires may scrabble across tarmac, 
mud, sand, gravel, and snow in a 
single race. (All require a change- 
up in driving technique, too.) This 
aspect, coupled with opponents 
kicking up dirt in your face, 
makes it difficult to drive consís- 
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[below] Lost in a forest, all alone.... 
[right] Draw distances are incredible. 
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tently, and consistency is the one thing this 
game demands. Thanks to an excellent 
physics model, all it takes is one mistimed 
turn or miscalculated jump to knock 

you out of the race, even on the easiest 
difficulty setting. 

At least there's plenty to look at while 
practicing. The visuals are stunning, with 
forested areas that are choked with foliage 
and a gorgeous beach track that gives surf- 
n-turf a whole new meaning. The sounds 
are also utterly convincing, and there's noth- 
ing quite like hearing the slap of mud on the 
belly of your car fading out as you make the 
transition back to smooth pavement. 

Unfortunately, most of the cars, tracks, 
and upgrades in the game must be un- 
locked one at a time by completing dozens 
of races in the lame career mode, which 
quickly becomes a chore. Beyond that, its 
biggest sin is being solid but unspectacular. 
In a genre packed with modern classics like 
GTR, TrackMania Sunrise, and Richard Burns 
Rally, that barely cuts it anymore. -Tracy Baker 
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“Classic aped, videogame not-so-great." 
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“When Hairy Met Naomi.” 
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"Blonde's ambition overcomes attrition." 


Special thanks to Diego Lindner. Send in your own 
four word reviews to editorecgoniine.com 
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revisionist history 


By Kelly Wand 


The Dark Eye 


E በ 1995, hardly any of today's genre labels existed. 
Conventional wisdom of the day decreed the only truly viable 
formula was the "adventure" game, notably the "explore-a- 

spooky-house-festooned-with-puzzles" literary creepfest popu- 
larized by 7th Guest and Myst. 

Inscape's powerfully narcotic homage to 
Edgar Allen Poe, The Dark Eye, was probably 
the last of its type to employ a passive 
slideshow method of game design. it also 
owed just as much to artsy-fartsy fare like 
Gadget and The Last Express, not to mention 
Inscape's own The Residents: Bad Day on the 
Midway, which was released earlier that 
year. The Dark Eye came out before the cre- 
ative possibilities between games and liter- 
ary sources had been explored much. 
Unlike subsequent hybrids, it conveyed the 
sense of having been created for people 





| "Heavin's puppets, with their marvelously blank 
gazes and unmoving lips, never failed to unsettle.” 


who'd read the source material first. 

Written and directed by Russell Lees, The Dark Eye sported A- 
list credentials across the board: Warner Interactive's imprint, 
music by Thomas Dolby, and sorne terrifically scowly voiceover 
work by William S. Burroughs. It also featured a production de- 
sign of such experimental daring, it almost seems neurotically 
quaint by today's standards. !t featured a largely non-interactive 
series of painted cardboard sets inhabited exclusively by deliber- 
ately crude-looking black-eyed clay marionettes, which were de- 
signed to look as eerily vacuous as possible by artist Bruce 
Heavin. But the real star of the project was Poe. 

You played à Poe-like protagonist staying in a mysterious 
house inhablted by your creepy brother and tragic lover, both of 
whom harbored horrific secrets. By inhaling ether, you entered a 
trance to become key characters from three interlocking Poe sto- 
ties: "The Tell-Tale Heart" ^Berenice; and "The Casque of 
Amontillado” In game terms, there wasn't much to do except find 
the right sequence of hot-spots that let you live out the tales to 
their respective conclusions, as well as your own character's. 

Not the least among the game's peculiarities was the ability to 
shuttle among the different stories by “soul jumping.” At certain 
points, you'd see another character's reflection and be able to 





jump into their soul by clicking on their black eyes. The idea, and 
the game's most mind-bending twist, was that to progress, you 
had to play through each scenario both as victim and victimizer, 
even switching in midstream if desired. You'd wall up your un- 
suspecting friend Fortunato in the cellar, then see the entire 
story through his viewpoint and be buried alive yourself. You'd 
play both as the hapless girl Berenice and as her dentally ob- 
sessed cousin performing his ghoulish orthodontics on her 
corpse (or corpse-to-be). 

Heavin's puppets, with their marvelously blank gazes and un- 
moving lips, never failed to unsettle, especially when one snuck 
up on you and just stood there in bizarre silence. The pent-up 
suspense of trying to find what you were supposed to do next 
enhanced the mood of uncertainty and paranoia. Lees also ed- 
ited the cutscenes with a stately languor that would be hard to 
imagine today. Some scenes 
stretch out so long, the characters’ 
insanity begins to seem like the 
only reasonable response. None is 
more memorable than the climax 
of "The Tell-Tale Heart; in which the 
Victorian policemen stick around 
to just chat, and chat, and chat, 
until you finally break just as your 
character does. 

Like all games of its genre, The 
Dark Eye had its share of irritations 
that could too easily break the spell. 
The controls and camerawork 
weren't the most responsive even if 
you knew the stories, Advancing the 
plot often entailed instinctively 
knowing to study the correct unpre- 
possessing objects from the right 
combination of awkward angles in just the right random order. 

But the macabre atmosphere was irresistible, and certainly un- 
matched by any game since. It was also the first game to effec- 
tively use a hand cursor to convey psychological stress. Instead 
of having an inventory, your visible hand would futz with the 
ether jar, or play a piano, or even scrabble madly at the walls and 
draw blood. For all of its disinterestirrconventional puzzle solv- 
ing, the interface was surprisingly tactile and even (in a good 
way) sick-making. 

The Dark Eye was largely well reviewed, but it didn't do nearly well 
enough to keep Inscape afloat, let alone spawn a sequel depicting 
meatier, more iconic Poe tales like “Fall of the House of Usher” 
"Murders in the Rue Morque; or "The Narrative of Arthur Gordon 
Pym The trend in games, horror and otherwise, has since been to 
find value only in high-gloss, photorealistic depictions of mass de- 
struction leavened with the occaslonal creepy kid à la ደይ ዳዴ or trial- 
and-error platformer fare like American McGee’ Alice, There's noth- 
ing in those games remotely as scary as the notion we're all just 
puppets acting out our nonsensical roles, while inside we fester 
with terrible obsessions of twisted love and murderous rage. 

As for games based on literary sources, featuring anything as 
low-tech as puppets? Nevermore. W 
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Loose Limbs Sink Ships 


e Authentically brain-dead Al 
‹ Command your fully interactive 3D undead crew 
٠ infect other ships to form your own werewolf pack 


¢ Dynamic career campaign: devour your way up 
ይ a a from fishing trawlers to aircraft carriers 


Violence 
Blood und Gore 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


by Kevin Rice 


The Fine Print 


Too good to be true has a certain "truthiness" to it 





f you watch enough television, you've probably seen ads 

for dial-up Internet access with "accelerator" technology. 

If you've gone shopping for a videocard recently, chances 
are pretty high that you were baffled by the "fact" that every 
card you looked at was the fastest on the market. When you 
buy RAM, it may be confusing to find that there can be as 
much as a $50 cost difference between RAM of the same 
size, all based on a few nanoseconds of timing. 

As Mark Twain is incorrectly quoted as saying, "There are 
three kinds of lies: lies, damn lies, and statistics" From a mar- 
keting standpoint, we have to go with the "statistics" part, 
where anything can be made 
into a positive if you massage 
the numbers long enough. In 
the same way that a Hummer 
can be described as economical 
and a pitbull can look awfully 
cute, the numbers that technol- 
ogy companies use to pimp 
their products can be down- 
right misleading. 

Dial-up access companies are 





"In the same sense that spinners on your 
wheels won't improve your gas mileage, 
that fancy new videocard or RAM won't 
necessarily improve your performance.” 


doing everything they can to keep their base, which is ever- 
shrinking due to widespread and inexpensive broadband 
access, The "accelerator" technology comes with a lot of fine 
print that includes things like “Will not increase audio or 
video streaming speeds,” but they forget to mention what 
this technology actually is. In simple terms, they are using a 
compression algorithm (similar to WinZip or WInRAR) on the 
server side, and this compressed webpage is sent to your 
specialized browser and decompressed on the fly. Cool 
technology? Sure. Accelerated web access? Hardly. Will it 
help with ping times in games? Not one bit, And good luck 
getting that to work with Firefox. 

With hardware, it's a little more confusing. AMD markets 
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its chips with easy-to-understand numbers representing the 
apparent speed of the chip. But an AMD 40004 chip is not a 
4GHz processor. It runs at 2.4GHz but is similar in speed to a 
4GHz Intel chip. It's just easier to have customers under- 
stand “4000+” and think "4GHz" than to say, “This is really a 
2.4GHz chip that performs at the same level as our main 
competitor's 4GHz chip, but it runs at around 6096 of the 
speed.” Intel, on the other hand, changes its pin configura- 
tions more than some people change bed sheets, and keep- 
ing up with which chip is compatible with which mother- 
board is nearly a second job. 

Videocard companies don't make things any easier on the 
consumer. For NVIDIA and ATI, there are at least a dozen ver- 
sions of their current boards available, with nondescript suf- 
fixes like “SE” "VE, "XL; "GT," and so on. Which is better and 
which is worse? Unless you do your homewark, the bullet 
points on the boxes won't be much help. All of them talk 
about "maximum throughput" and "gigapixels per second,’ 
but what does that mean when it comes to game perform- 
ance? When they talk about "extreme" performance and "re- 
alism,’ how does that correlate to your machine? Chances 
are, it doesn't. Every gamer knows that the $100 or so cards 
are "budget" cards, $200 or so is the midlevel, and 5450+ 
means you expect to run at maximum resolution with every 
detail maxed out. The numbers aren't lies. They're laboratory 
tests in controlled environments. This is how both cards can 
claim to be the fastest at the same time. In certain circum- 
stances, they are. 

RAM is no different. While there is a difference between 
the performances of 2-2-2-5 RAM and 5-4-5-6 RAM, it's usu- 
ally only perceptible in benchmarks. We're talking about 
maybe a frame or two per second here, and if you run the 
same test on your current configuration multiple times, 
chances are high you'll still get a frame or two difference on 
the same RAM. Granted, the RAM with the lower numbers is 
indeed better, but not necessarily for the reasons the num- 
bers may lead you to believe. Instead, RAM is made in the 
same way a processor is made, in bulk. All RAM is made to 
be 2-2-2-5 (or better), but after it's made and tested, only a 
small percentage will handle the highest speeds. It's the 
same way all processors are meant to be 4GHz processors, 
but, after taping out, it turns out a small fraction will handle 
the highest speed. The rest are perfectly good chips, but 
they're sold at the 3.2GHz level. 

Shopping for any sort of part for your computer can be 
frustrating, be it a service, software, or hardware. However, 
it's easier once you realize that the numbers don't always 
tell all the facts. Read up a bit and get some opinions from 
trusted sources. In the same sense that spinners on your 
wheels won't improve your gas mileage, that fancy new 
videocard or RAM won't necessarily improve your perform- 
ance; you have to take care of the whole machine. Just don't 
expect the numbers to do all of the talking. ፪፪ 
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Head Games 


The TracklR 4: Pro is an essential controller for sim fans 


Computer Games 
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Manufacturer NaturalPoint MSRP $179 











፪ f you're a fan of simulations, a 
لا‎ TracklR head-tracking unit is 

as essential as a joystick. The 
latest model, the TrackIR 4: Pro, 
blows away its predecessors. It 
has a much wider field 
of view than the excel- 
lent TracklR 3: Pro, and 
it tracks much more 
smoothly despite using 
the same 120-frames- 
per-second sample rate. 
The unit is now less 
than half an inch deep and perches perfectly on top of an LCD display. 

The big news here, however, is the standard inclusion of the formerly optional Vector Pro 
attachment. This clips onto the front of any baseball cap and has three large infrared reflec- 
tors arranged in a triangle, as opposed to the single reflective dot TrackIR products normally 
use. The extra sample points let the unit track head tilt, how close or far away your head is 
from the screen, and how far up and down your head moves in relation to its starting point, 
and the results are incredible. 

In Flight Simulator 2004, you can hop into any plane and sit straight in the chair to look 
into the front cockpit, then lean over to the side to get a better view past the nose for taxi 
and take-off. You can scrunch down in your seat to get a better view of the instrument 
panel or lean in close to the monitor to get a close-up view of any instrument. It's so fluid, 
natural, and configurable you'll wonder how you ever lived without it. 

The only downside is that very few games support the full six-degrees-of-treedom fea- 
ture. This is also a very expensive peripheral, and TracklR 3 users would be better off buying 
the Vector expansion separately. If you have an earlier model (or no TrackIR at all), this is ar- 
guably the best money you can spend to enhance your hobby. -Tracy Baker 


Build it Yourself Visually: m | 
The Ultimate Game PC for Under $999 | Yourself 


Joe! Durham, Jr/$29.99 x ቋ ት YA 


Though it features the worst-looking cover ever and 
some lousy photography, this book is a good visual 
guide to building your own PC, Photos accompany 
every step in the process, and there are even fips 
for installing Windows XP from scratch. While the 
specific recommendations are already out of date 
or of dubious value (for God's sake, don't go with a 
cheap mouse and keyboard), there's still plenty of 
useful general information about how to install 

and handle hardware. If you're at all wary about | | 
“rolling your own; this book does a decent job of being a substitute E 
for that guy whod sit over your shoulder and tell you not to plug X into Y. -Steve Bauman 











| f yau're looking to build your own 





machine, or are in the market for a 

new one, you're faced with an over- 
whelming number of choices. This 
monthly guide gives you some basic 
starting information on the most crit- 
ical components of any gaming sys- 
tem: processor and video. 


Processor 


Some day, Inte! will release a pracessar 
that matches AMD in price and perfarm- 
ance. Maybe. Hopefully. Competition is 
nice. Today, there is none. 


Budget 

Athlon 64 3700+ 

A lot of people say, "Go with a faster 
processor” Hogwash. Save some money 
here and put it in your videocard 
budget. $240 


Sweet Spot 

Athlon 64 X2 3800+ 

This is a terrific performer for the price. 
Dual core is the future, though theres 
nothing that makes it ኃ superior cheice 
today. 5320 


Ultimate 

Athlon FX-60 

The flagship of the AMD consumer 
processors is the best ጋ gamer can do: 
dual-cores, superb performance high 
price, $1000 


Video 





ATI is slowly retling cut its new mad- 
els, though the best deals remain pre 
vious generation cards that keep drop- 
ping in price. 


Budget 

GeForce 6800GS/Radeon X 1600 Pro 
The 660067 is dead; long live the 
GO00GT. The 680005 is at the high-end 
of “budget.” but it delivers amazing per- 
formance. 5160-5 20 


Sweet Spot 

GeForce 6800 GT/Radeon X800 XL 
One of the great benefits te new, high- 
end cards is (he subsequent drop in 
price of previous generation ones. 5260 


Uttimate 

GeForce 7800GTX/Radeon X1800 XT 
Yt you want the absolute fastest card in 
existence, these ae you options. The 
Geforce cards are casier to find, and 
cheaper. 5480-0 
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5 Bigger 
Better? 


Dell ups the LCD ante with the 
30-inch 3007WFP 
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Manufacturer Dell MSRP $2199 


፪ f Dell's superb 24-inch 2405FPW LCD is 

ዘ the “monitor of the gods" (as we dubbed 
፪ it ኋ few months ago), what are you sup- 
posed to call the 30-inch 3007WFP? God's 
Monitor? Regardless of how you describe it, 
one thing is obvious: It's really... big. 
Enormous even. It makes 20- and 21-inch 
models look puny in comparison. 

In fact, it's too big. It's not that it's heavy 
or unwieldy—it only weighs around 25 
pounds. It’s just that you literally need to 
crane your neck to see your entire desktop. 
And it’s not like you can sit farther away, as 
its native resolution is a mind-boggling 
2560x1600. Proportionally speaking, the 
text isn't smaller than it is on a 23- or 24- 
inch monitor running 1920x1200 resolu- 
tion, but it sure seems that way. You can use 
large fonts in Windows XP. but doing so can 
screw up any number of programs. 
(Hopefully, Windows Vista will solve this par- 
ticular problem.) 

It's also a very bare-bones monitor. While 
the screen itself is superb, with an 11-ms re- 
sponse time and 700:1 contrast ratio, it feels 
somewhat cheap and plastic-y, The design 


is more functional than inspir- 
ing, with a thin bezel, two but- 

tons, and the omnipresent 

"Dell" logo. It has only one 

input, and it requires a dual- 

link "DVI-D"-compatible 

videocard; most have a "DVI- 

|" interface. Cards that support DVI-D in- 
clude ATI's X1600 and X1800 models and 
most in NVIDIA's 7-series line. 

The 3007WFP also lacks most of the elec- 
tronics that fill every modern LCD. There's 
no on-screen display because there is no 
image processing in the monitor. It relies 
entirely on your videocard to adjust all of its 





Genie Games Backup Genie-Soft/Free ቋ * عاد‎ % 


Few moments in gaming call for the pulling out of halr and the gnashing of teeth 
more than accidentally deleting your game saves. Kiss those days goodbye with 
Genle Games Backup, a free utility that automatically backs up this precious data. 
The real strength of this utility is Its plug-in engine that lets you easily install pre- 
configured backup scripts for dozens of the most popular games. The 
program comes with plug-ins for the usual suspects like Half-Life 2, 
Diablo fl, and DOOM 3, but you can also download more than 125 plug- 
ins for additional games from the Genie-Soft website. You can't 
backup directly to optica! discs, but that's the only downside 
UM to a utility that supports scheduling, self-extracting 
የከቤ. backups, and other advanced features that help en- 
sure you'll never lose your progress again. -Tracy Baker 
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settings, and while Dell supplies a utility to 
make minor adjustments, there's a big dif- 
ference in the available settings between 
ATI and NVIDIA cards. (NVIDIA has special 
ones for all Dell monitors.) It also lacks a 
scalar, so your videocard will be handling 
the resizing for all video modes. 

For gaming, a 30-inch (or higher) dis- 
play rules. But you need the "videocard of 
the gods" to have any hope of running a 
3D game at its native 2560x1600 resolu- 
tion. Dua! 7800GTX cards in SLI still strug- 
gle mightily to keep up. (Running games 
as 1280x800 produces perfect images, 
however.) 

50, even if it isn't the most useful gaming 
monitor in the world, it's still a fabulous dis- 
play. But it hits the limit of "bigger is better.” 
And, at $2199, you'd almost be better off 
with two of Dell's 24-inch models for a simi- 
lar price. Now that would make for an amaz- 
ing setup. -Steye Bauman 





Low Cost, High Performance 


In this month's edition of the "videocards you can actually afford" test, a new low-cost champion is crowned BY STEVE BAUMAN 





VW A ሸ ho says you need to spend upward 
MW of $500 on a videocard to have a 

a powerful gaming PC? No one who 
pays attention to ATI and NVIDIA's low-end 
and midrange offerings, that's for sure. 
There are some terrific values to be had in 
the $100 to $200 range today, cards that 
will deliver high-resolution graphics at high 
frame rates. 

Diamond has brought back the Viper 
name for its new line of ATl-based cards, 
and the tested models included a 512MB 
X1300, the X1600 Pro, and the X800GTO. 
The X1300 and X1600 are newer technology 
than the X800, which is based on the previ- 
ous-generation ATI cards. 

On the NVIDIA side, its new 7300 line of 
low-end cards wasn't available for testing at 
press time. The cards that were available in- 
cluded PNY's version of the GeForce 
6800GS, which costs around $200, and our 
returning budget champion from last year's 
roundup, BFG's 6600GT (it's now sitting at 
about $180 for the overclocked variant, but 
other models are $30 to $40 cheaper). 

Futuremark has issued a new "06" version 
of its 3DMark benchmark utility, and it's 
humbling almost 
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"3DMark06 requires Shade: Model 3.0, which thls card doesn't support, resulting in 


scores. It requires 
Not all videocards are an equal value. If you divide P IP 1 

Shader Model 3.0, the 3DMark05 score by the average cost of the lower scores. | 3DMark06 cashed at the same pomt during tests, **"FEAR drops 
which is why the card, you end up with some interesting results. the texture resolution on the 128MB 6600GT. 
X800GTO per- Video Card 3D Marks/Dollar 

lvi in our testing) is so ideal Two cards are clearly the class of this 
forms so poorly in 680065 232 « 
that test. x ማስ: for gaming. Even bunch. The X1600 Pro, at about $170, is a 
Otherwise, the re- on Si midrange cards can superb card and is highly recommended—it 
sults show that K1 to መ handle it with reason- even has a DVI-D output and support for 
you get what you عاج‎ ካህ able results. the 2560x1600 resolution used by Dell's 30- 
ፎም he 21500 5 Looking over there- ^ inch LCD. While the X1600 Pro—and the 
CRUS Is the sults, we find that the &600GT, though it’s at the tail-end of its use- 
clear champion, followed by the X1600 Pro. 512MB of RAM in the X1300 is wasted on fulness— still represent solia values, the 
FEAR is a better real-world test, and while such a slow card and bumps the cost up to 6800GS outclasses every card in this 


the 6800GS still reigns supreme, the 
X800GTO and X1600 Pro are closer. 

One noticeable trend in all of the cards is 
how the performance difference between 
resolutions is shrinking. The testing also 
shows why the widescreen 1680x1050 reso- 
lution (which is used by many 20-inch LCDs 
and the 21-inch Gateway FPD2185W used 


about $130. The X800GTO, which streets at roundup. It's the best bang-for-your-buck 
about $180, is an excellent value, but it's hard — card on the market. ፪፪ 


to recommend given its lack of Shader Alt testy Tun with a 3 46Hz Pentium ዳ EE wath 
Model 3.0 support. While it's unlikely that 168 ጋያ RAM. Ail tests with 3OMark were done 
games will require SM3 during the time that with no gnzi-aladng عه‎ amsotropec filtenag 


FEAR was tested at 10244768 with all details 
muaed Out, bot with antes aed sott 
shadow deobled. 


the GTO is considered a performance card, 
it's still less future-proof than the alternatives. 
It's also extremely noisy under heavy load. 
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road to nowhere 


by Cindy Yans 





Vanity Fare 


It's all about appearances 


dd B re you still wearing those bright green leggings with 
A puke-colored chest plate? Isn't it about time you 
went shopping? Why let all that cash just sit there? 
You look ridiculous. No? Okay, well, at least it's easy to spot 
you from across the zone.’ 
That Kerran Guardian, supposedly my friend, had hurt 
my feelings. And who was he to talk, with his powder blue 
pants with the embroidered crotch and 
መ the thigh plates covered with stuff that 
| looks like fish scales? | thought for a 
while. What was | doing with all that 
cash in the bank? | mean, when 
EverQuest Il gets old, or | switch to a 
PvP server, or a Station Exchange 
server, or a PvP Station Exchange 
Server, or the WoW expansion, or EVE 
Online, or... something, all my frugal- 
ity will mean nothing. ! mean, where 
was my sense of pride? 
| MMOs aren't just about killing 
things and taking their stuff. Okay, 






"One of the most endearing aspects of 
these games is that you get to show off." 


that's part of it, but it's often what you do with that stuff 
that's really important. It's not honing your whack-a-mole 
skills—although that, too, Is part of it—but looking really, 
really impressive. Making a statement. Flaunting the bling. 
Seriously, one of the most endearing aspects of these 
games is that you get to show off. In a solo game, there's no 
polnt in not just min-maxing, regardless of appearances. 
When there's no one else to appreciate how you lock or 
how you decorate your house, you might as well just go for 
the stats. Being online changes all of that. 

How many times have you stopped in sheer awe of a 


player standing around the auction house in Orgrimmar, be- 


decked in fancy-schmancy purples? Green with envy, do 
you use the Inspect command and drag descriptions of all 
of her epic gear into the chat channel so your friends and 
guildmates can drool too? Or better yet, do you use the 
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dressing room feature to strip those Fancy Winged Boots of 
Prada from her Trollish feet and slap them onto your way 
more deserving hooves? When milling about in the crafting 
society in Qeynos, how many times have you wanted to 
smack that snootily coiffed High Elf next to you, wearing 
robes with a belt that costs more than all your worldly pos- 
sessions? In Dark Age of Camelot, there's the dye situation. 
There are dyes and there are Alchemy-Only dyes for which 
people will pay a fortune so they can make that little pillbox 
cap of theirs “dusky rose.’ 

Just last night, | was sitting in my room—i mean my 
Wood Elf was sitting in her room—in Qeynos, looking at 
the woodwork. In EverQuest l, if your character is online in 
his or her room, you can sell items more inexpensively be- 
cause people will save brokerage fees. The catch is that 
they have to go to your room directly. So, I'm looking at 
the woodwork, thinking, “People actually come in here and 
see this shabby interior? How humiliating. Not only am | 
sitting around in these loud green pants, but just look at 
the flooring. People could get splinters“ I looked at 
Agamemnon and Clytemnestra (my baby dragon and 
Halasian hunting cat) and demanded, "Aren't you 
ashamed?" They weren't. But | was. | looked at the options. 
Let's see... was | feeling “jagged” for 64 silver, “rugged” for 
2 gold, 56 silver, "traditional" for 5 gold, 12 silver? Hell, | 
threw caution to the winds and went with “opulent” for 20 
gold. Opulent woodwork, opulent walls, opulent ceiling, 
and when | got to the flooring, | felt downright "extrava- 
gant" for 30 gold, and looked with glee upon the texturing 
| had just purchased. |! looked like real parquet flooring. 
Even Clytemnestra looked impressed. 

In Dark Age of Camelot, some of the major rewards from 
various high-level quests were the remains of whatever boss 
was defeated at the end of the big fight. Whoever won the 
raffle for the corpse got to take it to the taxidermist and, 
voila! Instant giant squid in your foyer! Better yet, in most of 
these games, you can let people browse through your room, 
in a "Lifestyles of the Rich and Catassing" sort of way, so 
everyone can see how many trophies you have, or marvel at 
your rich collection of exotic animals. (Hello, Michael 
Jackson? Do you have a pet dragon?") 

Even in the days of Diablo Il, you could uber-ly parade 
your stuff around in Battle.net, and Blizzard also recognized 
the need for the dressing room feature in World of WarCraft, 
long before adding in other, arguably more logical, content. 
So, yeah, there is something distinctly satisfying in showing 
off, seeing, and being seen. It's one of the reasons why, as 
beautiful as something like Oblivion may be, you'll never 
quite get the same satisfaction from obtaining a great piece 
of gear there as you will in any MMO. Speaking of which, the 
green leggings just have to go. They do absolutely nothing 
for my—uh, her—butt. 88 
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You Wait Here 


Power-leveling your friends in City of Villains 


Okay, this is a completely not fun (but very lu- 


crative) way to power-level your friends’ or 


Supergroup’s lower-level toons. First, form a 
team with the highest level character as the 


leader. He should whip out his newspaper and 
select one of the missions (while this can work 


with a kidnapping mission, it’s best with a 


Defeat-the-boss or Obtain-the-item mission—a broker mission won't work at all). 
The team travels to the mission entrance, and then the leader disbands the group 
and enters the zone alone. It’s a good idea to use a character at least three levels 

higher than the rest of the group. The larger the level difference, the more experi- 


ence the lower levels will gain. 











With everyone else waiting outside, the leader barrels through the instance, and 
then when he sights the objective, he re-invites the group members. When everyone 
is inside, nobody should move lest they draw aggro—if this happens, everybody 
should leave, yell at the guy who got aggro, and re-enter the instance. When every- 
body is inside and still really close to the door, the leader completes the mission. 
Everyone inside at that time will gain a large chunk of experience, as well as infamy, 


for basically just standing around. Yawn. 




















Note: The leader should be a good damage dealer with a stealth power or a Cloak of 
Darkness. If you're going to do it more than a few times, make an "invite" macro, like 
"/macro [3 letter name] $Sinvite [player name]S$$invite [player name]$Sinvite 


[player name]J," etc. 








Alt Short for “alternate,” this is a charac- 
ter that one plays less often than the 
“main” one. As in "I can't find a group 

for my main, so | think l'Il play my 

alt tonight." /ተ፦ SD 


Grief Used as 3 verb, this 
refers to playing the game in 
a way that makes it unpleas- 
ant for other players. A true 
griefer can only have fun by 
spoiling the fun of others 

by ganking, kill-stealing, 
training, or other nefari- 

ous means. 


Kill-stealing This 

form of griefing involves 
killing a monster that ac- 
tually "belonged" to an- 
other player, either because 
they hit it first or because | 
they were there first, waiting — ኢጩጩመ 
for it to appear. Most games 

these days implement some methods to 
prevent this from happening—at least the 
"hitting first" part: most of the time, the 
first to hit automatically claims any expe- 
rience or loot dropped by the monster. 
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CareBear ል term that cutthroat PvP 
players use to belittle those who don't 
enjoy doing battle with other players. It 
can also refer to a non-PvP server shard 
ina game that separates the two. Asin 
“You created a character on the Barney 
server? What a CareBear wuss.” 


EA Gank Ina PvP environment, 
ganking is when an individual or 
group kills a player (or players) 

who never stood a chance in 
the first place, either be- 
cause they were outnum- 
bered or because they were 
at a much lower level than the at- 
tacker(s). 


Training This is when a player or 
group of players attacks or runs 
dangerously close to a group of 
MOBs, drawing aggro, and then 
leading the angry monsters past one 
or more players who are minding 
their own business. When the 
griefers are out of range, the MOBs 
(usually posing a formidable threat) trans- 
fer aggro to the innocent bystanders. 
Most games today handle this situation as 
well, forcing MOBs to return to their origin 
without aggraing anyone in between— 
but it still occurs from time to time. 
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City of Villains looks toward its first ex- 
pansion, Issue 7: Destiny Manifest with 
new high-level zones, patron powers, 
new power sets, Mayhem Missions for 
Villains, a graphics facelift for Heroes, 
and a bunch of new PvP base enhance- 
ments and “quality of life" improve- 
ments for both Heroes and Villains.... 
Codemasters Online Gaming will dis- 
tribute Archlord across North America 
and Europe later this year. At this writ- 
ing, the MMO is in open beta in Korea. 
The game offers a competitive edge un- 
like that in any of its con- 
temporaries: Every 







month, ane lone 
player will take 
full control of the 
world, and at- a 
tempt to create ኒ 
certain disaster far 
his or her enemies by 
using special Archlord 
powers.... Bound to one another by 
Jaffa bracelets, MGM Interactive and 
Cheyenne Mountain Entertainment are 
transported to a distant galaxy popu- 
lated by worshippers of a strange and 
potentially threatening authority 
(Blizzard). Nonetheless, they adhere 
to their plan to develop 
Stargate Worlds, an 
MMO based on the 
Stargate SG-1uni- 
verse... Hanging 
| onseemingly by the 
skin of its teeth, 
Ballerium, a long-in-de- 
"EN velopment MMO that 
\ includes strategy "in- 
e gredients" is entering 
its Beta version 33. 
Developer Majorem's 
public relations repre- 
sentatives boldly state, 
"It's not dead yet!" 
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|J EMI INCOMING 


Vanguard: Saga of Heroes brings back 
the days when times was tough [sic] 
BY CINDY YANS 


Developer Sigil Games Online Publisher Microsoft Release Date Summer 2006 
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¥ ይ ፳ hen men were men, they walked miles for a camel and dragged corpses 
uu through Norrath, and they liked it. Of course, everyone has a different idea 
¥ about what constitutes “fun.” To Jeff Butler, Brad McQuaid, and the other 


principals at Sigil Games, the rigorous road is the only real way to victory. No pain, 
no gain. Hard-won accomplishment is the way of the world in Sigil's Vanguard: 
Saga of Heroes, and, in this culture of entitlement and immediate gratification, 


Sigil stands (nearly) alone in its philosophy. 


An early look at Vanguard finds it to be a visually 
stunning head-turner that rivals everything else 
out there in terms of “shiny-ness.” It gives an over- 
all impression of blending traditional high fantasy 
with something a bit darker and seamier. Another 
immediate impression is that the scope of the 
gameworld, the land of Telon, is immense, with 
vast cities that virtually dwarf their occupants (es- 
pecially Dwarves). Sigil licensed the Unreal Engine 
quite some time ago, an unusual choice for an 
MMO, but one that they've found to work well. Its 
original state is currently unrecognizable, how- 
ever. "Our proqrammers have, piece by piece, 
taken portions of the code out and replaced it 
with our own,” says McQuaid. 

While there are some very compelling charac- 
ter-creation schemes out there, Sigil believes that 
“you ain't seen nothin’ yet? Butler says, "The cus- 
tomizability that exists In [Vanguard] goes a bit 
beyond anything that's seen in other games. What 
really makes a face truly unique has not been 
seen in terms of customization in any game. That 
is, how far apart their facial features are. When 
two brothers stand next to one another, what 
makes them look like brothers from an anatomical 
standpoint is the distance between their facial 
features. In games like Star Wars: Galaxies, you 





could make faces wider, change cheekbones, ete., 
but look at this" He uses the games sliders to con- 
tort character faces in seriously scary ways to 
demonstrate the versatility of the system. While 
there can be vast differentiation in facial structure, 
all models share the same animations. For exam- 
ple, if vou switch the same armor from one race tà 
another, it scales perfectly, so all races can flaw- 
lessly wear all armor sets. 

The starting continents in Telon begin with 
Thestra, the land of Dwarves. Half Giants, 
Halflings, High Elves. Vulmane (wolf people), 
Barbarians, and Humans—the latter two of 
which have versions that exist on the other con- 
tinents as well. On the continent of Qalia, there 
are several other forms of Humans and 
Barbarians, Dark Elves, Gnomes, and Kurashasa 
(cat people), while the continent of Kojan is 
home to Goblins, Half Elves, Orcs, Wood Elves, 
Raki (fox people), and yet another type of 
Human. These are places where, if you can see it, 
you can go there. ‘it’s seamless,” says Butler. 
“Every square foot of this huge continent is tra- 
versable This huge, seamless world with no al- 
gorithmically generated locations is a place that 
Sigil hopes will offer enough “breathing room to 
its inhabitants and yet have enough actual con- 
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tent to keep people busy—in 
the same gameworld, with no 
instanced areas. 

Combat in the game is a skill- 
based system that uses chains of 
abilities in combination to 
achieve the most effective out- 
come. A bit like “heroic opportu- 
nities” in EverQuest if and a bit 
like deck building in Magic: the 
Gathering, the system provides a 
metronome of combinations of 
opening, counter, and finishing 
moves, some positional (think 
Dark Age of Camelot' fighter 
classes), which, when chosen in 
correct sequence, are very, very 
powerful. The GUI has tabs in 
which the skills appear in order 
when you're able to use them. 
Skills and abilities are acquired 


“The scope of the gameworld is immense, 
with vast cities that virtually dwarf their 
occupants (especially Dwarves)." 


from your trainer as you level up, but there 
are notable exceptions. "There are some 
abilities you'll never learn from a trainer, 
says McQuaid. "Some are learned out in the 
world by observation. Say you saw a bunch 
of gnolls fighting and have observed that 
they have a certain combat technique. You 
can actually learn that skill by having 
watched it^ 

While it's true that the team believes 
overwhelming challenges are good for us, 
the Sigil quys are not sadists. They have 
begun to recognize that some of the old- 
style mechanics and consequences are just 
rigorous enough to take away the fun. 
Death penalties will exist, since they want 
death to "matter" You wil! need to retrieve 
your corpses (one, two, or 10, they'll al! be 
waiting for you—unless they're “empty” and 
there for a very long time); however, you 
will know where they are. 

Also, you will be able to avold running 
naked across the landscape by keeping 
extra armor on your horse. (Players get 
horses early on, and when you die the 
horse stays with you, as well as all the 
equipment stored on it.) Of course, after 
too many deaths, naked may very well be 
your only option. When it comes to run- 
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The world is inhabited by all sorts of creatures, some sentient, 
‚è some merely beasts, and some in between. 


ning, at later levels, you won't 
have to run all the way back to 
your player house (since telepor- 
tation is extremely limited). You 
can move the house and its con- 
tents, via Telonian Van Lines or 
the like, to a more convenient location. 

At last viewing, the tradeskill model in 
the game seemed more like an exercise in 
tedious torture than an intriguing activity, 
but they've completely streamlined the 
concept. In addition to a harmonious inter- 
dependence of crafters, harvesters, and ad- 
venturers, the actual act of crafting has 
fewer painful steps than it did when ini- 
tially conceived. 

Perhaps the most interesting solution to 


wearisome travel is the notion of Caravans. 


One person creates a Caravan and invites 
others. This is persistent, like a quild, so 
that when you log off you are stil! in the 
Caravan (although you may leave one at 
any time). When you log back on, you'll re- 
turn to the last place the Caravan leader 
was bound—or you can choose to return 
to your personal bind point. "With the 
Caravan system,” says McQuaid, "if you 
couldn't play one night but your friends 
did, and they traveled across the conti- 
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nent, or to a distant island, or wherever, 
when you logged on the following day, 
you would be with them and not have to 
travel all that way before adventuring with 
them again.” 

It seems as though they've culled the 
best bits of all the.games-that preceded 
Vanguard and are hoping to come up with 


something they're calling “third generation. 


And, given that their group includes team 
members that designed or worked on the 
original EverQuest, EverQuest Il, Star Wars 
Galaxies, The Matrix Online, City of Heroes, 
City of Villains, and more, it was a bet 
Microsoft was willing to take. But will the 
"nouveau die-soft MMO-er" bite the bullet? 
Perhaps. In these days of World of WarCraft's 
arrive-at-the-graveyard-with-no-experi- 
ence-loss-whatsoever and EverQuest II's 


lose-a-sliver-of-exp-that-takes-two-minutes- 


to-recover scenarios, the MMO community 
is ready to play hard, keep its nose clean, 
and get its greave a bit dirtier. ፪፪ 


Paper Is So Passé 


Wizards of the Coast continues to fly the digital flag with the latest edition 
of Magic the Gathering Online BY TIFFANY MARTIN 





Developer/Publisher Wizards of the Coast Release Date Summer 2006 


| n the beginning, Planeswalkers played 

their Mountains, Islands, and various arti- 
l fact rares that tap for mana and sell on 
eBay for hundreds of dollars. These brave 
yet mostly insane juggernauts of other- 
worldly power could never quite get their 
hands on everything, so it was up to players 
to take up the collecting. You must gather 
the magic, so to speak. As in collectible 
cards. Or, in the case of Magic the Gathering 
Online, digital collectible cards. 

Magic Online 3.0 doesn't play much differ- 
ently from its predecessors, though it's been 
completely rebuilt from the ground. It still 
uses standard Magic the Gathering trading 
card rules, which are enforced by a mighty, 
jackbooted coding militia to keep you from 
cheating or screwing up. The rewritten soft- 
ware is allowing Wizards more room for 
growth and change. "We wanted flexibility 
for the player, and for us,’ says brand man- 
ager Justin Ziran. "In order to achieve that, 
everything had to be remade.” 

The most obvious modification is a move 
to 3D, though most of the functionality is 
optional. "Remember those big cards with 
characters on them like 'Squee' and ‘Gerrard, 
ones that changed your gameplay?" Ziran 
reminisces. “That was Vanguard.” Avatars will 
have optional stats like Vanguard cards so 
that you can join in games and be 
Flametongue Kavu or Maro. Avatars gain 
new accessories as your ranking increases— 
Kavu might get a spiked collar, for in- 
stance—and they even sit at the game ta- 
bles while waiting for a match. The entire 
game room will be full of animated avatars, 
though you can turn them off and search 
for games with a more standard spread- 
sheet-style view. 

As funny as it is to watch your idled Hell's 

| Caretaker avatar eat flies when he's not in à 
match, you shouldn't have to wait too long 
| for a game. Magic 3.0 comes packed with all- 


| new tournament options that allow for more 


than just Swiss elimination or Two-headed 


The new look is a lot like the ald one, but the im- 
provements are more obvious when you use It. 


Giant. "Tournaments can be ordered any 
way the organizer wants them to be/ says 
Ziran. This creates the potential for more di- 
verse prizes. It's possible to offer new avatars 
and playmats—with exclusive designs—as 
rewards for owning your competition. 
Nothing says prestige like “exclusive” 
Naturally, this all comes in a new inter- 
face. "Everything is tabbed in the docking 
station; says Ziran. “You can peel and drag 
windows from your dock- 
ing station, resize them, 
even adjust transparency. 
You can be playing a 
game, and reading your 
chat log, and see both at 
once.” There's a collapsible 
navigation bar, color- 
coded menus, minimiz- 
able buddy lists, and a 
chat menu. "Trade" is now 
a tab and no longer a 
room. It's also never been 
easier to buy your virtual 
cards. The Magic store will 
be fully integrated into 








the interface, complete with Paypal options. 

Deckbuilding is more sophisticated, with 
statistical analysis designed to assist you in 
making your deck more competition-wor- 
thy. "You can track so many things,” says 
Ziran."You can ask yourself: ‘What's my 
probability of pulling a creature on the first 
turn?" And, of course, basics like mana 
curve are included in beautiful color-coded 
pie charts. 

It costs more than 12 colorless mana to 
awaken the avatars of Magic Online, how- 
ever. Although it will remain free to play, 
you still have to buy the virtual cards, priced 
at $8.99 for starter decks and $3.69 for 
booster packs. If you're a card-carrying 
Magic the Gathering player, there probably 
isn't anything more convenient than having 
opponents available 24/7. 88 
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MODS&ENDS 





out of the box 


by Brett Todd 


Live Nude Girls! 





Naked Alyx Vance skins and the decline of modding 
ho ever knew that making a simple nude skin for 
Alyx Vance could be so complex? The Source engine 


ነ has so many, uh, ins and outs—with all of its shader- 
based rendering, real-time facial expressions, inverse kine- 
matics, high-dynamic range lighting, and what have you— 
that it’s amazing there are any unclothed babes fighting the 
Combine out there. 

Okay, let me back that up a moment. | 
swear on the love | have for my wife, 
who reads this column on a regular 
basis, that | have absolutely no knowl- 
edge of nude skins for Half-Life 2. None 
whatsoever. 

But even though | know nothing— 


noth-ing!—of what it takes to make a real- 
istic nude model in a computer game, | 





“The Source engine has so many, uh, ins and 
outs that it’s amazing there are any unclothed 


babes fighting the Combine out there.” 


am aware that it seems to be a whole lot harder than it used 
to be. Once upon a time, skins both naked and clothed were 
plentiful. You could find almost any sort of character for any 
sort of game. Want to toss Darth Vader into Quake III? Put Bill 
Clinton into Half-Life? Get an au nature! Lara Croft into 
Civilization If? I'm pretty sure they were only a download away. 

Nowadays, the pickings are slimmer. Sure, you can whip 
up just about anything you want for Half-Life 2’s Source en- 
gine. It's incredibly powerful, so you can create all sorts of 
maps, levels, weapon mods, and total conversions, or even 
realistic nude skins for Alyx, Gordon, Barney, or, hell, Isaac 
Kleiner, If you've got a reverse Harold and Maude thing 
going on. 

The problem is, who has the time or the resources to do 
so? Older mods could be crafted by one or two dedicated in- 
dividuals. With Source, you need at least flve or six, often 
worklng with expensive proprietary software. Larger mods 
that used to require small development teams now demand 


the attention of ad hoc corporations spread across the globe. 


It's not unusual to look at the credits for a splashy total 
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conversion nowadays and see dozens of staffers, not to men- 
tion job titles that used to be found solely at the back of re- 
tail manuals. Every noteworthy mod production I've covered 
in the past six months or so has come complete with level 
designers, 3D artists, sound engineers, and more. More peo- 
ple seem to be working on the upcoming Source version of 
Red Orchestra, which began life as an Unreal Tournament 
2004 total conversion, than worked on the original Quake. 

So you could say that Source, and most likely the even 
more powerful gaming engines that will follow in its foot- 
steps, both giveth and taketh away. And where modding is 
concerned, there's been a lot more taking than giving. For 
the first time since id Software got modding going in the late 
'80s, we've gone through an entire calendar year without the 
PC gaming scene being swept up by a huge mod that every- 
body has to play. Nothing has taken hold of the collective 
imagination since the Desert Combat phenomenon of 2003. 

If anything, the mod community has retreated over the 
past three years. The focus now is more on tweaks, like the 
countless military mods to make weapon performance 
more realistic, or on gimmicky exploits like Garry's Mod. 
When a grandiose, old-school mod is released, it is almost 
invariably for an older game. Arguably the biggest and best 
mod of the past year, T2X: Shadows of the Metal Age, was 
developed for the six-year-old Thief Il. 

This isn't a good sign. The vigor of the mod community 
serves as a bellwether of the health of PC gaming as a 
whole, so any drop-off must be viewed as additional evi- 
dence of the declining popularity of the platform. More im- 
portantly, modding pushes mainstream development and 
fires up the creative and competitive juices at professional 
development houses. Just look what mods like Day of 
Defeat and Counter-Strike have done for shooters, Remove 
them from the picture and first-person gaming as a whole 
looks very different today. 

To reinvigorate modding, developers need to take a step 
back and begin writing code that can be readily altered, or 
allow for plug-ins a la Morrowind. Unfortunately, this isn't a 
priority. The *Hot Coffee" controversy has undoubtedly 
scared publishers about the financial consequences of giv- 
ing modders too much freedom. This fear will almost cer- 
tainly result in more locked-down code in the future. And 
the Xbox 360 is making strides as a development base for 
multiplatform games, rendering it even more unlikely that 
games will be opening up to mods in the near future. If any- 
thing, the immediate future looks more bleak than the past 
few years. 

So, if you like nude skins, | hope you really enjoy what can 
be created with today's engines. I've got a feeling that we're 
going to be stuck with mods based on them for a long time 
to come. 88 
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Mr. Kiss-Kiss, Bang-Bang Returns 

One of the all-time great console shooters is getting the chance 
to (only) live twice, thanks to the Source engine and the mod- 
ders at Cyber Genetic Studios. GoldenEye 007, the classic James 
Bond FPS for the Nintendo 64 based on Pierce Brosnan’s debut 
as the shaken-not-stirred superspy, is being revived as a multi- 
player mod capturing the look and feel of the 1997 original. 
“Look and feel” are probably the operative words here, though, 
because version 1.0 of the mod reveals it to be more of a brand- 
new game, retaining only the atmosphere of the Bond original. 
50 you can expect the same modes of play, the same weapons, 
and roughly similar maps, but com- 
pletely different-looking player 
models and level architecture. A lot 
of features are also being updated 
to get with the times, like location- 
specific damage, ragdoll death ani- 
mations, high-dynamic lighting, 
and more. goldeneyesource.com 


Goldeneye Source 
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Zero Hour 

HALO Zero may be a standalone 
game designed with the 
Multimedia Fusion Pro authoring 
tool, but it's a mod in every other 
way. French programmer 
Dobermann has taken the story and setting from Bungie's 
mega-hit and turned them into the backdrop of an old-school 
2D shooter. Thls 22MB adventure is actually something of a 
prequel to the original HALO, In that it deals with Master Chief's 
oft-referenced but never fully recounted Battle of Reach. So 
look no further if you like 2D platforming and are sick of wait- 
ing for Microsoft to port HALO 2 to the PC. 

dobermann47 .free.fr/en 


Postcard-Pretty Combine Soldiers 

Wow. Okay, you probably expect more erudite commentary from 
us. But that's really the only appropriate reaction to FakeFactory 
and Ogq's Cinematic Mod for Half-Life 2. This spectacular piece of 
work adds high-resolution textures almost completely across the 
board. If your videocard can handle it, you can even enable “in- 
sane” high-res textures and spruce up every single object In the 
game, including file folders, door locks, and that random junk 
found in Headcrab lairs. No matter how you tweak the settings, 
everything looks dramaticaily better here, from filing cabinets to 
Barney's furrowed brow. The mod also includes an all-new ዕዮ 
chestral soundtrack designed to glve Half-Life 2 the feel of a 
Hollywood blockbuster. Alyx and those nasty Combine soldiers 
even have their own theme songs. Finally, more realism has 
been added, with weapon balancing that drops both you and 
your opponents with just three to five shots. 
halflife2.filefront.com/file/FakeFactorys 0995 

Cinematic Mod;55317 
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Half-Life 2 Cinematic Mod 


Eating Sonny Crocketts Brain 

Zombies and Miami Vice might not go together quite as nicely 
as, say, chocolate and peanut butter, but youd never know it 
from GTA: Long Night. This total conversion for Grand Theft Auto: 
Vice City, courtesy of the Fighting Hellfish mod team, turns the 
sunny city of Vice into a playground for the undead. Seems that 
all of that coke-snorting and sunbathing has tutned the town 
into Zombieville, and you need to shut down the brain buffet by 
completing about 20 GTA-style missions. The game isn't quite 33 
nifty as it sounds, owing to its extreme difficulty (love that gas- 
run mission), some wonky scripting that can leave you stranded, 
and issues with a few bugs. Still, it's worth a look, if only to wit- 
ness the bizarre spectacle of zombie hordes storming up Ocean 
Boulevard, and to hear the new, zombiefied radio stations. 
gtaforums.com/index.php?shawtopic=187774 


Blah! Continued 


Original developer Troika Games may have bitten the, um, dust, 
but unofficial patches for Vampire: The Masquerade— Bloodlines 
keep on coming. Version 2.0 of the patch series by White Wolf fa- 
natic Werner Spahl continues to fix this flawed RPG by address- 
ing issues with spoken and subtitled dialogue, broken quests, 
and, of course, same lingering bugs. And remeinber that, while 
this is a solid update that improves Bloodlines in many ways, it is 
still a third-party patch and as such not verified by publisher 
Activision. So be sure to back up your saves before installing it. 
3dgamers.com/news/more/1096483750 


* 
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Railroad Tycoon: The Boardgame Martin Wallace (Warfrog) and Glenn Drover/Eagle Games/$59.99 ¥ X% x 


|: Railroad Tycoon: The Boardgame bet- 
ter than the PC version? Okay, that's a 
loaded question. Gaming on cardboard 
is different from gaming on a computer, 
so drawing comparisons between the 
two is difficult, if not unfair. 

Unfortunately, it's impossible to give 
an answer, This Eagle Games rendition 
has little in common with its inspira- 
tions. It does, however, do a nice job of 
condensing the essence of the "19th- 
century railroad baron" theme into a 
breezy rendition of designer Martin 
Wallace's Age of Steam board game 
from 2002. 

The basics will be familiar to veter- 
ans of Wallace's earlier work. You take 
the role of a historical railroader like 
Jay Gould or Cornelius Vanderbilt and 
earn points toward victory with the 
completion of rail links and the move- 
ment of goods on the Eastern seaboard 
of the USA. Differences here include 
simplified economics and railroad op- 
eration cards that provide bonuses. 

So there's more luck and less math. 
New players will find a lot to like about 


this design. The 
gameplay moves 
quickly, which is 
good for a "gate- 
way" board game 
such as this one, 
and players can 
generally start ship- 
ping goods on their 
second turn. But 
this isn't exactly an 
ideal starter game, 
either. The map is 
filled with cities, 
which can cause 
games to drag. If you get a group of 
four or more players who carefully de- 
liberate on moves, a game can last 
three hours. Also, since you bid on who 
goes first in each round, and the board 
has lots of available routes, this isn't a 
great two-player game. You need at 
least three to ramp up competition. 
The board itself has sharp graphics 
and playing pieces. It's also massive; 
however, seeing the Eastern US laid 
out in front of you adds atmosphere. 





When you toss in the nifty-looking lo- 
comotive and water-tower pieces, you 
feel like you're building a real rail- 
road empire. 

Like a lot of Eagle's offerings, 
Railroad Tycoon is geared toward the 
casual board gaming crowd. It's ideal 
for those who like trains and want to 
tackle something more involved than 
Ticket to Ride, but serious players will 
most likely find the design too stream- 
lined to be interesting. -Brett Todd 


SPOTLIGHT: OVER FLANDERS FIELD 





a 





Hs flight sims aren't 
11 quite dead yet. While 
months, if not years, go by 
between noteworthy releases 
in the genre, the mod com- 
munity is taking up the slack 
with outstanding total con- 
versions like Over Flanders 
Field for Microsoft Combat 
Flight Simulator 3 (off.old- 
browndog.net). This recre- 
ation of WWI flying is so good 
that it might finally induce 
diehards to put away their tat- 
tered copies of Red Baron. 

It could be impossible to go 
back to that 1992 classic, or 
even its 1998 3D update, after experiencing what OFF has to 
offer. This is a gorgeous mod, filled with breathtaking moments 
that recapture the tension of flying a beautiful, rickety biplane or 
triplane into combat over those infamous French trenches. 

The look of the mod is almost perfect. Although the interface 
Is on the rough side, the In-game visuals are extremely impres- 
sive. CFS 3 didn't look nearly this good out of the box, although 
in fairness to the developers at Microsoft, it should be said that 
its WWII fighters, like the P-47 Thunderbolt and the Focke-Wulf 


HER, i x 
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- AGerman knight of the air. Fw-190, lacked the elegance of 


WWI flying machines like the 
| Sopwith Camel, Nieuport 17, 
| and Fokker ዐነ/[. 

Gameplay is just as excep- 
tional. Currently in the first 
"Bloody April: Late 1916- 
1918” phase of a planned 
three-phase development, 
OFF includes a dynamic cam- 
paign engine that can be 
used to depict both historical 
and in-game events. (Actual 
mission packs are down- 
loaded separately from the 
OFF website.) Trenches can 
move over the years just as 
they did historically, resulting in the destruction of villages and 
towns too close to the front lines. And authentic locations have 
been plotted on the maps, so pilots can navigate by using ac- 
tual landmarks and airfields. 

Over Flanders Field is a must for anyone with a hankering to 
take to the skies alongside legendary aces like Manfred von 
Richthofen or Billy Bishop. The only possible drawback is that fu- 
ture additions to this series will be payware, so get your free fly- 
ing in while you can. -Brett Todd 
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1 Lost stand maximagames.com 

No Locke and no Kate, but Lost Island is 
an interesting simulation of life an a de- 
serted island. Each scenario provides a 
new challenge, from simply building a 
shelter to digging a well. The interface is 
a little difficult to get used to, and you 
get the sense of spinning your wheels 
while you try to cut vines. Still, the theme 
works. Puzzles don't pose too much of a 
challenge once you get the hang of how 
everything fits together, and the look is 
decidedly mid-1990s. Lost Island is a fresh 
change from sims that let you run a zoo 
or other light business. This is all about 
making it through the day when food 
and water are in short supply. Maxima of- 
fers a 30-day money-back guarantee that 
might come in handy if you decide that 
you want to be booted off the island. 


2 Ultratron puppygames.net 

For a measly $10, you can have some ar- 
cade fun on your PC that will take you 
back a few years. Ultratron is your standard 
shoot-the-robot game, but with some nice 
power-ups and a fast pace that keeps your 
fingers twitching. The colors and sound 
set the right atmosphere in this amusing 


little trifle which makes a lot more finan- 
cial sense than paying $400 to play the 
real Robotron 2084 on an Xbox 360. 


3 Lux sillysoft.net 

Lux is, in many ways, your standard Risk 
clone. There isn't a lot of new stuff going 
on here. But it is set apart from the rest 
of the bulky, Risk ripoff sub-genre by the 
wealth of user-created maps and a huge 
multiplayer community. Something 
about Lux has made it the darling of 
world conquerors on a budget. Is it the 
colors? The fireworks? Unlikely. The com- 
bination of familiar gameplay and the 
rapidly growing library of new lands to 
oppress means that you can stave off 
boredom for a very long time. In single- 
player, it's nothing special. But it's a 
great online game that everyone already 
knows how to play. The demo ailows 
you to play 20 games free of charge. 
After that, it's $24.95 for the full version. 
-Troy S. Goodfellow 
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Halt-Life 2: Substance GOLD is now 
| available. Version 1.22 of this mod, 
| which provides a distinctly Solid Snake- 
| jan vibe to the adventures of Gordon 
| Freeman, adds more fast-paced action 

to the original Half-Life 2 campaign, 

along with five different player classes 

to better suit your playing style. For | 

more, check out the official website at 
| ludus1942.ngi.it.... !sotx has launched 
version 2.0 of its ModToaster manage- 
; ment application for Command & 
Conquer Generals: Zero Hour mods. It 
can be downloaded from isotx.com.... 
Speaking of Isotx, this mod team is also 
hard at work on a promising Source en- 
gine total conversion called 
Iron Grip: The 
Oppression. At pres- 
ent, it features just a 
neat-looking futuris- 
tic world with cool 
tanks and an innova- 
tive idea: One team 
plays FPS-style against an 
opponent, managing troops as in an 
RTS. Still, lsotx’s track record with 
Mideast Crisis for C&C Generals: Zero 
Hour makes this a mod to keep 


an eye on... Update 5 of the 
7 ^. 


Dystapia total conversian 
`. ይከ... 
9 






















for the Source en- 
gine is online. it 
adds two maps, 
plus a host of 
fixes and 
tweaks that 
make the 
changelog as 
long as your 
local Yellow 
Pages. Get the 
update at dystopia- 
game.com.... 
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Make Mine 








Morrowind « 


If you want lots of add-on mods and quests, there's one game that 
has more than anything... at least until Oblivion ships, that is... 
BY BRETT TODD 





through the original campaign? Explored the capital city of Mournhold in 
Tribunal? Run with the barbarians while establishing a colony in snowy Bloodmoon? 

Regardless of your achievements in fantasy-game geekdom, you still have a lot to 
learn about Tamriel if you haven't checked out some mods. Morrowind and its two ex- 
pansion packs are supported by one of the most extensive lists of modifications for 
any game franchise released in the past few years, and arguably the highest level 
of overall quality. 

So if you haven't at least dipped your toe into that pool, you've got a lot to 
catch up on before Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion hits store shelves. Consider start- "4 
ing with the following mods, available for download from most leading 7 
Morrowind web sites (see sidebar): 7 


Tw you know Bethesda's The Elder Scrolls ill: Morrowind? Have you played 


the game world. His work on companions 
like Constance the thief (created with 
Emma) and Beryl the guard add something 
of a Baldur's Gate atmosphere to the game, 
thanks to their random conversations and 
fighting skills. 


Grumpy's Companion Mods By Grumpy 
Although Grumpy himself is no longer with 
us (he passed away last June), his compan- 
ion mods continue to be held in high es- 
teem by the Morrowind community. Few 
modders have done so much to liven up 


Better Bodies 

By Psychodog Studios 

While no amount of modding 
is going to make a 2002 game 
look contemporary, Psychodog 
Studios’ Better Bodies comes 
close. Available in clothed, un- 
derwear (for the desperate), 
and nude (for the truly pa- 
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thetic) editions, this mod enhances the ap- 
pearance cf all eight of the game's playable 
humanoid races. Just one caveat—some- 
times the new models are so improved that 
clothing doesn't quite fit them anymore. 


Atmospheric Sound Effects By Duncan 

This collection of four separate mods adds 
hundreds of sound effects to every nook 
and cranny of Morrowind. What's more, 
these sounds are issued via tens of thou- 
sands of emission paints, meaning that they 
are entirely situation- and place-specific. 
Storms, nightfall, and other factors influence 
everything from the chirping of crickets in 
fields to the screeching of cats in city alleys. 


Galsiah's Character 
Development 

By Galsiah 

Address issues of 
game balancing with 
Galsiah's Character 
Development plug- 
in, which smoothes 
out leveling by re- 
moving skill and at- 








tribute caps and slowing down skill gain. 
Level progression is practically invisible, so 
you can concentrate on developing a char- 
acter, not on D&D-ish numbers and stats. 


Children of Morrowind By Emma 

Miss the shouts and squeals of children 
when adventuring in Tamriel? We don't, ei- 
ther, But if you do, download Emma's 
24MB mod, which features 330 brats who 
talk, play, and interact with you in loca- 
tions all over the map. As much as we're 
not much for rug rats, these children add a 
lot of life to a land that can seem pretty 


deserted in spots. 


Balmora Expansion By Canadianlce, 
Jeremy, Telephoros, and Others 

If you're into one-stop shopping, this pack- 
age might be for you. The Balmora 
Expansion is a collection that groups 
around 40 of the best mods for the city of 
Balmora and the surrounding area inta a 
S2MB zip and adds a story to tie everything 
r, New armor, clothes, stores, dun- 
and a sewer system called 
yers with almost 


togethe 
geons, quests, 
the Undercity provide pla 








as much content as that 
contained in the official 
expansions from Bethesda. 


Buyable Ghorak Manor 
By Monica21 

The real-estate boom has 
spread to downtown 
Caldera. Monica21 has 
completely renovated 
Ghorak Manor with this 
mod, turning it into a 
buyable property loaded 
with new amenities like a 
hidden basement, an 
alchemy lab, armor man- 
nequins, and a ring that 
teleports you back to the storied pile when- 
ever you click your heels and say "There's no 
place like home.” And the Creeper is still in 
residence, of course. 


Better Heads By Rhedd, Arathrax, 

Gorg, and Others 

Good in conjunction with both the Better 
Bodies mod and one of the NPC random- 
izer mods, Better Heads helps ensure sure 
that you don't encounter too many ugly 
clones in your travels through Tamriel. 
Colors are even coordinated with Better 
Bodies, so skin tones match between the 
upgraded heads and their counterparts 
below the neck. 


Melnibonean Race Mod 
By Elric Melnibone 
Michael Moorcock fans 
will love this mod, which 
brings the Melnibonean 


love of his life, Cymoril. Version two of the 
mod features additional characters and im- 
proved models. 


Creatures by PirateLord By PirateLord 
Encounter a larger variety of Morrowind's 
beasties with the Creatures plug-in. it keeps 
to the theme of the original game and the 
expansions, so you don't run into monsters 
in wrong locations, but offers enough re- 
skinned models and new meshes to make 
combat feel fresh. More spawn points have 
been added to maps, too, so battles can be 
more frequent with this mod installed. 


Death Island By A Helpless Child 

Not much of a vacation spot, the Death 
Island plug-in unsurprisingly adds 3 deadly 
isle to the seas off Solsthem. There are no 
castaways or mysterious hatchways. but 
there are plenty of monsters. 


Morrowind Comes Alive By Neoptelomus 
Anyone complaining about how lifeless 
Morrowind seems would do well to down- 
load this mod. Neoptelomus crams the 
streets and forests with over a thousand dif- 
fevent types of NPCs in over 300 cells spread 
across the game world. All are on constant 
"rotation; to simulate a busy medieval 
world where even commoners have places 
to go and people to see. The only drawback 
to this is that NPCs can quickly vanish after 


Morrowind Web Sites 


Remember that even though these web sites are loaded 
with Morrowind mods, you can't install whatever you want 
because they aren't necessarily compatible with one an- 























race from the fantasy au- 
thor's "Elric of Melnibone" 
novels to Tamriel, It fea- 
tures playable characters, 
along with four individuals 
from Moorcock’s fiction, 
including Elric and the 








other. Be particularly cautious when it comes to graphical 
mods, as they often overlap. It's best to stick with one or 
two cosmetic fixes, and avold making changes unless you 
are absolutely certain that something new will get along 
fine with what you are already running. 

Also, take special care with quest mods, especially the 
ones that add new areas to the map. Some new locales 
can overlap, which will of course end your adventuring 
prematurely. So pick and choose your quests carefully, 
and be sure to read online documentation and any avall- 
able FAQs before installing anything that alters the game 
world in a substantial way. 

Modding Morrowind isn't rocket science, but you do 
have to take some precautions. 


The Elder Scrolis Source tessource.net 

Elric Melnibone in Morrowind elric.com 

Planet Elder Scrolls planetelderscrolls.gamespy.com 
Telephoros' List ርን' Mods mwmythicmods.com/telesphoros.htm 
Unforgotten Realms ufrealms.net 
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you leave them, making them seem more 

like ghosts than corporeal members of the 
great unwashed. Also, that title should re- 

ally come with an exclamation point. 


Morrowind Visual Pack By Ayse, Lord 
Gabryael, Raptre, Zuldazug 

If you've got a video card that can handle 
some extra exertion, give your favorite RPG 
the nip/tuck treatment with the Morrowind 
Visual Pack. This plug-in features all sorts of 
new textures and enhancements to make 
the physical features of Tamriel as well as its 
towns and villages look better than ever. 


Necessities of Morrowind 

By Taddeus & Nymeria 

Eating and drinking are added to 
Morrowind in this plug-in. Install it and you 
will need to chow down on food and gulp 


Talking Oblivion 





As much as the Morrowind mod scene remains lively and exciting, the future clearly be- 
longs to its sequel, Oblivion. Fortunately for modders and their fans, the new game will 


H20 twice a day, and 
sleep for six hours 
every night to avoid 
taking stat penalties. 
Meal breaks are auto- 
matically taken as 
long as you have food 
and water in your in- 
ventory, so this ode to 
reality doesn't result in 
any annoying micro- 
management. 


Wizards’ Islands: 
Scourge of the Frost 
Bringer By Wizards Alliance 

Unofficial expansion packs don't get much 
better than this. Wizards' Islands: Scourge of 
the Frost Bringer is the first in a planned se- 
ries of add-ons set in huge, previously un- 


follow in the footsteps of the old. Producer Todd Howard recently gave us the lowdown on 
Bethesda's plans for mods in the next chapter of The Elder Scrolls in a recent interview: 


How important was modding when you sat down to map out Oblivion? Have you al- 
ways wanted ta make Oblivion as mod-friendly as Morrowind? 

Absolutely, even more so than we did with Morrowind, because, like anything else, you 
can always do better the next time. So the new editor has a lot more in terms of how 
data gets organized so multiple plug-ins don't stomp on each other. 


Are there any particular design steps you took to make Oblivion more easily modded? 
Did you make any specific decisions regarding implementation of code to make the en- 


gine easier for modders? 


Somewhat, yes. The big things being how world spaces are organized and quests are 
done. They are both now sectioned off per instance, so you can easily mod in your own 
“world” without having to worry about what may be going on somewhere else. The 


same goes for quests. 


Will Oblivion modding work in a similar way to Morrowlnd? Will Morrowind veterans be 
able to start making mods and plug-ins for Oblivion right away, or will there be com- 
plexities with the new engine that they will have to master first? 

It's very similar to Morrowind, but easier to use. The scripting flow has changed quite a 
bit, so that's an area modders may need to learn again. And the Al stuff is all new and 
very, very powerful. But basic world editing is very similar. 


Do you think RPG fans appreciate your games more because of the attention you've 


paid to modding? 


I honestly don't know if they appreciate It. It's very popular among players, but | don't 
know how many really value it. | think it's important in terms of giving the series an 
overall flavor of “ongoing” and “never-ending” Mods help do that. In the end, we 
needed really great tools to make the game in the first place, and we just like releasing 
them for everyone to use. The more the merrier. 


What's your reaction to the fanatical support you've already gotten for Oblivion from 
the mod community? It seems like loads of people online sketched out mod ideas for 
the game as early as last summer, 50 you must be pretty happy over such a warm re- 


ception for a game not even on shelves yet. 


I like the excitement, but it's probably premature until they look at the cool things they 
can really do. | think the Al stuff is going to be a modder's paradise. It really is that cool. 
The forest generatlon stuff will also be a lot of fun to play with and Just see what happens. 
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seen islands ruled by evil wizards. |! boasts 
between 20 and 30 hours of gameplay, over 
a dozen new monsters like Titans and Yetis, 
four new towns, loads of sub-quests, and 
even a custom soundtrack including over 
three hours of new music. The download 
will take some time, as the zip is a hefty 
583MB, but it is definitely worth it. 


Tales of Miridian 

By Khaan Telemon and Alf 

Two years in the making, this plug-in adds a 
huge, new, imperial-ruled city to the map, 
located just off the Bitter Coast between 
Vvardenfell and the rest of Morrowind. 
Head west of Hla-olad and you can't miss it. 
It weighs in at 565KB and requires the origi- 
nal game and both expansions. 


Treetop Village By MDJansen 

This mod for the Elf-lovers out there (you 
know who you are) provides the Wood Elves 
with a treetop home. It comes complete 
with deadly armed guards, a market with a 
clothier and various smithies, and even a 
plateau where a player can build a house. 
Look for this Elven tree-fort complex near 
Seyda Neen. 


The White Wolf of the Lokken Mountain 
By Emma 

One of the truly indispensable mods for 
Morrowind, White Wolf adds a whole new 
major quest. Expect over 20 hours of play as 
you Investigate the disappearance of the 
mystical white wolf believed to safequard 
the people of the Lokken Island. Along with 
the new island and village (originally de- 
signed by TeuTonic), this mod features new 
companions, numerous side quests, almost 
100 NPCs, 400 pages of dialogue, and even 
a romance that can lead to marriage. ፪፪ 
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n instant message window 
pops up. 

"Hey man, how many G's 
you got?" 

“I'm broke, dude,” you reply on 
the off chance that he's going to 
ask for a loan. 

A link appears: "xbox.com/ 
myxbox.” 

Gs. Gamerpoints. With Xbox 
360, Microsoft has given players 
incentive not only to finish games, 
but to play through them in ways 
they might never have consid- 
ered. It's all tied up in the 
Gamerscore, a trademarked term 
for Microsoft's number that meas- 
ures your gaming prowess, or at 
least your commitment to playing 
to completion. Michal Bortnik, a 
program manager at Microsoft, 
guided this new concept through 
the design of the 360. Gamerscore 
taps into that primal, competitive 
urge that makes players pick up 
the controller in the first place. 


TO CURE 
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Xbox 360 titles award Gamerpoints for com- 
pleting various goals. Every full game must 
have at least five achievements, with an as- 
sociated point value to be added to the 
player's Gamerscore. The minimum number 
of achievements a title can have 55 50, with 
a maximum of 1000 Gamerpoints total. Live 
Arcade titles have a maximum of 200 
Gamerpoints. No game can take points 
away from your total. 

Your Gamerscore is visible to everyone 
on your friends list, so you can compare 
your scores in individual games and 
achievements within any games you've 


played. Some achievements are secret and 
will only show as a point value until you 
unlock them. For console gamers weaned 
on finding every last secret, the achieve- 
ments are the Activision jacket patches of 
the new millennium. (In the 19805, 
Activision awarded jacket patches for a 
certain score in some of their games. You 
confirmed with a picture of your TV screen 
sent to Activision HQ. The badge that came 
back could be proudly displayed on your 
jean jacket.) 

Gamerscore establishes credibility, just 
like that patch. Someone talking smack? 
Check his achievements and see if he really 
has the chops to back up the talk. Many 
360 games have online high-score tables, 
allowing you to put your name on the top 
of a global list. It's the worldwide 
21st-century equivalent of the ar- 
cades of yesteryear. 

It’s not llke it hasn't been done be- 
fore. Original Xbox games like OutRun 
2 had similar high-score tables, and 
others had online scorekeeping years 
before this, But no one has integrated 
it so tightly—with proper security, of 
course—into every game the way 
Microsoft has with the 360. 

Microsoft leaves achlevement de- 
sign up to the developers. "Over the 
past year we met with many develop- 
ers and publishers on the topic, ex 
plains Jerry Johnson, group program 
manager for Xbox Live. "Options were 
discussed, from specific prescriptive 
guidelines all the way to having à for- 
mal review board. In the end we set- 









tled on the principle that it is in the game's 
best Interest to make it represent the track- 
ing of completion of all aspects of the 
game, whatever that means to the specific 
title" In other words, Obsessive-compulsive 
completionists, this one's for you! 

Some developers have done cool stuff 
within the framework. Win five online 
matches in a row in Dead or Alive 4 and you 
get an achievement. Lose five and you get 
one that brands you a loser by tacking a se- 
cret achievement worth zero points onto 
your Gamerscore. The weaker implementa- 
tion is in the EA Sports titles, where it 
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seems like you can earn 100 points just for 
turning them on. 

Competition is at the heart of the system, 
but it manifests itself in the way you 
choose. "Gamerscore is no doubt something 
that some individuals will get competitive 
about; says Johnson. "It can represent how 
deep and how wide a person games. | can 
easily see the hardcore taking that to ex- 
tremes over the life of the platform. At the 
same time, | hear more people around my 
office talk about comparing Geometry 
Wars achievements, than they do [about] 
overall platform Gamerscore. | think this 
simple system has a few dynamics that 
will be used by the hardcore platform 
gamers, it will be used by people that 
only play one or two games all the time, 


Achlevements on display in high definition! 
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and it will be used by the casual gamers 
who like getting rewards and other encour- 
agements to continue on with a game. 

No matter how you approach this new 
label, one that's only as good as you are, 
everyone on 360 can partake. Offline 350 
systems still award achievements, and Live 
Silver or Gold members can compare with 
one another to see who's investing the most 
time in Kameo and who's focusing on 
Perfect Dark Zero. If you build up achieve- 
ments offline, they show up online when 
you finally get around to connecting. 

When asked what's next, Johnson says 
it's all about focusing on things that make 
it more interesting. “To be honest, we 
have just launched it and we want to 
watch how it grows and starts to morph 
in the community, he says. “Come back 
and talk to us when your Gamerscore hits 
20,000 and maybe we can provide some 
more specifics." 

Ladies and gentlemen, take up vour 
controllers and get to work. You've got Gs 
to earn. 
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Dead or Alive 4 packs A-list visuals in a B-list game BY DOUGLAS ERICKSON 


V. 
# ' ` - 


Genre Rock 'Em Sock 'Em Mannequins Developer/Publisher TECMO ESRB Mature Platform 360 


ith all the media gags and advertise- 
ments that poke fun at the pulchri- 
tude of Dead or Alive's female fight- 
ers, it should be clear that TECMO* fighting 
series is a pretty shallow experience. |በ fact, 
what separates the newly released Dead or 
Alive 4—along with its forebears—from its 
well-known chop-socky competitors is its 
excess. The graphics are flashier, the moves 
are crazler, the story is more baffling in its 
Inanity, and the ladies are, well, bouncier. 
On the Xbox 360, the excess that defines 
the series gets a serious power-up with a 
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whole host of next-gen effects, ranging 
from hyper-detailed textures to retina- 
pleasing HDR lighting effects to nigh-un- 
fathomable layers of crazy environmental 
effects. The result is a kaleidoscope of high- 
energy visuals set in stages so dynamic that 
they almost distract from the actual fight- 


ing. The whole package is as glam as the se- 


lection of Aerosmith tunes that bookend it. 
However, the core of the game remains 
spare. Dead or Alive 4 is still lacking in any 
nuance: you memorize the few individual 
moves that juggle or stagger your foe, and 


Whatever they're doing, its probably noklegalin Georgia 
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you mash out the highest damage combo 
you know for your chosen character. The 
only real improvement in terms of skill ceil- 
ing lies in the revamped reversal system, 
which asks you to anticipate kicks and 
punches separately and in a much tighter 
window. In fact, the timing for reversals has 
become so narrow that they are now almost 
trivial; they're more a way of announcing 
one's well-honed reflexes online than a 
practical way of punishing tactical mistakes. 

Then again, Dead or Alive has never been 
a particularly deep game. Unlike Virtua 
Fighter 4 or Soul Calibur 3, it has no real me- 
chanics to allow the player to set up elabo- 
rate traps, or to juke about in a tight posi- 
tional game. It still feels largely 
two-dimensional, much like the 3D Mortal 
Kombat titles, with a sort of raw momentum 
generated by seesawing combo strings and 
punctuated by ludicrous staggers. It's des- 
perately in need of a real evasion system 
and greater character variety. 

Still, some of these issues are addressed 
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It's a little known fact that there are male characters in the DOA games. 


by the online experience. Virtua Fighter cre- 
ator Yu Suzuki has decried the current on- 
line infrastructure as inappropriate for his 
series, since much of its upper-level play re- 
lies on "framing" moves in 1/60th of a sec- 
ond or thereabouts. Dead or Alive 4, with its 
simple, forgiving play, isn't quite as affected 
by latency issues. The folks at TECMO have 
cooked up one of the most detailed and 
comprehensive arcade-like lobbies for any 
game, letting online players create person- 
alized polygonal avatars and watch games 


currently in progress. Where the actual 
game experience falls short, the online 
community experience impresses. 

This is ultimately a game you buy for the 
look of it all. if you aren't a frame-counting 
fighting game nerd, you'll undoubtedly 
have a good time, but the lack of expressive 
play is a bit stifling. When the incredible on- 
line experience is factored in, though, Dead 
or Alive 4 might stay off the shelf longer 
than it ought to. What's the harm in a little 


indulgence? 





^ n 4 
PEAR ` ዖ 1/ a 


Genre Cambat-rich Man, Story-poor Man RPG 
Developer Game Arts Publisher Square-Enix 
ESRB Teen Platform 2 


magine Uncle Owen and Aunt Beru rid- 

ing shotgun in the trench run instead of 

R2-D2, and you'll have some idea of the 
kinds of storytelling problems found in 
Grandia lil. It's not issues of consistency — 
Owen and wife have space suits on and can 
lock down those loose stabilizers—but anes 
of pacing. While it can be goed to thumb 
one's nose at conventional plot structure, 
Grandia ill's story does so simply by refusing 
to get moving, like some narrative mule. If it 
wasn't attached to one of the best and most 
challenging combat systems to be found 
outside of games whose titles end with 
Tactics (or Emblem), the first eight hours 
would be insufterable. 

This is mainly because you spend them 
with your mom. Cool as she may be, dual- 
wielding knives and looking halt her age, 
she's still your mam. And in the course of 
spending the first third of the qame with 
her, you get ta watch her flict. It's your lot in 
life as a "hero" with no destiny, though. 
You're just along for the ride. Once the ride 
actually starts, the plot finds its footing as à 
standard tale of the world's getting the life 
sucked out of it, and voute helping the ac- 
tual hero stop it. But, while the main charac- 
ter and his mom may be duds, at least the 
other characters and the world itself have 


According to the flag, this is the Kingdom of Donut: 
Jumping Pelican Monkeys. 
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The “Fishman Adviser” advises you that this is overkill. 


an above average share of personality and 
visual design. Likewise, the plot may sham- 
ble its way to mediocrity, but at least it 
doesn't have holes. How's this for faint 
praise: It's not so ineptly done that it ceases 
being kitschy and becomes painful. 

Still, you have to wonder why the story 
wasn't scrapped from the start. The actual 
game—a turn-based combat system that 
captures the kinetic feeling of brawling 
without sacrificing tactical depth—stands 
on its own and doesn't require interruption 
by the attempt made at traditional JRPG sto- 
rytelling. It could just as easily be the center- 
piece of a gladiatorial management-type 
game; it's got that much potential. In fact, 
the last title in the series, Grandia Xtreme, 
made the attempt to meld it with a deep 
dungeon crawl but came up a little short — 
again, for reasons separate from the combat 








True Swing Golf Nintendo/Everyone/DS xk v 


The “true swing" in True Swing Golfis largely a matter of drawing a 
straight line on the touchpad, making it not terribly unlike EA's Tiger 
Woods for the DS but minus that game's weird fishhook sweep inter- 
face. True Swing has bona fide interactive putting, so it's got that on 
Tiger's. But otherwise, this isn't a game so much as a perfunctory bullet 
list: 3D courses, a free camera, avatars, wind and weather, a basic RPG 
system, loot, etc. What it doesn't have is any sense of personality, There 
isn't the slightest shred of joie de golf here. Not even a polite golf clap. 
If golf was indeed dull, 85 many non-fans wrongly suspect, True Swing 
Golf would be the perfect golf game. -Tom Chick 
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system. The only issue with that system here 
is the types of encounters designed for it— 
most areas have only three or four monster 
types, and usually all but one of them are 
pushovers. That the encounters are easily 
avoidable with a well-timed button push is 
not a good reason for their being designed 
that way to begin with. 

The combat is frequently challenging, es- 
pecially by the time you get to the second 
disc, and it certainly sets the game apart 
from the party-based monotony found in 
most games in the genre. It's a serviceable 
Introduction to the series’ strengths if repet- 
itive combat is a common complaint for 
you. Fans of the series hoping that this title 
is on par with the first two are going to be 
disappointed, though not as disappointed 
as the story team’s mothers. Maybe. 
—Matthew Gallant 





Ape Escape 3 


Monkeyshines 
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Genre Monkey Business ዘ 


Developer Team Ninja/TECMO Publisher Sony 
ESRB E10+ Platform PS2 





¥ hen you return from a mission in Ape 
Escape 3, after having been bested by 
¥ a chittering primate who took your 
own net and snared you with it, the narrator 
chides you. "You got your gadget snatched 
by a monkey, didn't you?” she says, which 
sounds dirty no matter how you say it. 

Gadget snatching is a new feature in Ape 
Escape 3. In the interest of accuracy, it 
should be noted that these are apes, which 
you can tell from the fact that they have no 
tails. Plus, they're mentioned in the name of 
the game. But apes, monkeys, who's count- 
ing? You are, actually. This is an irresistible 
exercise in collecting and platform gaming, 
two pursuits that have gone hand-in-hand 
since Mario ran into his first coin. 

The formula is simple and true. Apes 
have escaped. Gotta catch them all! Each 
level features a handful of frolicking simi- 
ans, doing naughty E-rated things. You can 
charge them with a cruelty-free lightsaber, 
pelt them with your slingshot from a dis- 
tance, or sneak up on them with 
your net. The latter is more grati- 
fying than taking out hapless 
Splinter Cell guards, considering 
how much you'll come to hate 
these little buggers, each with its 
own name, stats, and birthday. 
"Dont you run away from me? 
you'll hiss through grítted teeth. 
And sometimes the little bastards 
try to hit back. 

A radar gadget means finding 
these guys is never a matter of 
playing "If | Was a Level Designer, 
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Phishy 


It may not be a game, but Electroplankton lingers 
BY AARON R. CONKLIN 


عار عار * 


Genre Music Thing Developer/Publisher Nintendo 
Rated Everyone Platform DS 





t isn’t a game. 
There, now that this distinction is out of the way, it's easier 





= to discuss the relative merlts of the trippy and ultimately Pretty colors; BeSUifü sends has young sie ua nee 
flawed musical experiment that is Toshio Iwai's Electroplankton. crophone. One DNA-shaped sonic fishie even twists rifts fram 
After all, there's nothing else to distract us: No goals to achieve, classic NES games (think Kid Icarus) into wah-wah melodies, 
no hidden content to unlock. What you see—or more specifi- But here's the thing: Given software that allows you to effort- 
cally, what you hear—is exactly what you get. lessly create trippy original compositions, shouldn't you be able 
Using the DS stylus to tap and draw lines, you manipulate ten to, you know, actually record them? Missing an opportunity to cre- 
types of Escher-esque "electroplankton" to move àround and ate a virtual community of creative composers, the way Peter 
emit notes and noises, creating a mini-symphony of electronic Molyneux and Lionhead Studios have done for the visual medium 
sound and light. Tapping the flake-like Marine-Snow electro- with The Movies, condemns Electroplankton to a pretty trifle, a 
plankton yields reverb piano notes and a soothing, zen-like ef- novelty as ephemeral as its presentation. Iwai may have intended 
fect, making you feel like George Winston, if Winston were a lot his opus as some kind of ultramod tool'/toy far wi-fi performance 
less New Age and a lot more tech-savvy. Swiveling little arrows artists, but it's hard to imagine audiences crawding around tà 
to bounce the starburst-shaped Luminaria can be a hypnotic ex- watch a handheld Philip Glass wannabe draw and tap a DS screen. 
perience, both aurally and visually. Some electroplankton create Just like it's hard to imagine anyone spending more than an 
cacophony from the sound of your voice spoken into the DS mi- hour or two swimming in this aural ocean. ፻፪ 





Gi Oh! deck to an annoy- 
[በባ anime kid in à cos- 
tume with special pow- 
ers. Turn into a Knight 
and get medieval on their 
asses. Flip out ጋኔ 3 ninja. 
Dance them into captiv- 
ity. As long as the mon- 
key juice holds out. 

This is the best and 
most spirited of the Ape 
Escapes, which is faint 
praise if you're oniy famil- 
iar with the recent halt- 
assed PSP version. 





These monkeys are conspiring 0 snatch a gadget. This monkey seems to have his own gadget. 


Where Would ! Hide Collectible 4138?" They which can be problernate considering the Perhaps it's more instruetive to point Qut 
tend to be out in the open, but sometimes tethered camera isnt always at the angle that Ape Escape 3 15 a hearty, grin-inducing, 
they're inside snowmen or under igloos, or you want. The later aggressive monkeys generous platformer that easily bears up 
pulling off bank heists in Monte Carlo, or were an enormous paip in the earlier next to 0 like the latest Sly, Jak, and 
dancing atop some colorful monstrous games, but now they're prse by the cos- Ratchet « Clank, It has an unforced, almost 
Japanese float, or bothering dinosaurs in the tumes in Ape Escape 3, which are powered Katamari-esque charm, but with mone 

£ ; a. by green monkey Juice. These costumes keys — er, apes—everywhere, trying to 
Lost World behind some hot springs sp turn you from an annoying anime kid who snatch your gadgets. If you know what! 


You usually fight by flicking the right ana- 


log stick in the direction you want to attack, looks like he’s about ready ta whip out a Yu mean. -Tom Chick 
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Hop and Slash 


Wild Arms 4 is a catchy mash-up of an 
overplayed series BY DOUGLAS ERICKSON 





* ok علا‎ 2 


Genre Hex-based 2ሀ platforming console RPG thingy 
Developer Media Vision Publisher XSEED ESRB Teen Platform PS2 


W 


hat Wild Arms 4 has in common with the four.previous titles 
in the series (counting the remix Alter Code F): a techno- 
apocalyptic Wild West theme, catchy Morricone-lite music, 
an utterly forgettable cast of anime characters, tricky dungeon 
puzzles, and almost nothing else. What Wild Arms 4 adds to the se- 
ries: 2D platforming, a largely linear world map, hex-based posi- 
tional combat, and a streamlined, entertaining experience across 
its tightly-paced 25 hours of play. 

Here's the thing. The previous Wild Arms titles weren't really that 
fun. in fact, with Wild Arms 3 and Alter Code ደ. they were rapidly 
trending toward the sort of general malaise that typifies console 
RPGs that emphasize long treks across featureless landscapes and 
endless sequences of non-sequitur puzzle dungeons. When the 
opportunity to watch anime polygon puppets babble incompre- 
hensibly about evil demons and environmental disasters becomes 
your game's sole reward, it's time to shake the formula up a fair bit. 

Which is exactly what this entry does. Gone is the bland over- 
world, replaced by a simple map of major locations. Each “dun- 
geon" location is a delightful little 2D platforming puzzle experi- 
ence, inviting you to do a little hopping and sliding through a 
wide variety of scenarios and hazards. Some of the timed switch 





MVP 06: 
NCAA Baseball 


fine by its omissions. 


Plink goes the baseball, 
goodbye say the fans 


* * 


Genre Aluminum-bat Baseball 
Developer/Publisher EA Sports 
ESRB Everyone Platform PS2, Xbox 


hat a difference a year makes. Last 
W spring, EA Sports was rolling along 

with MVP Baseball 2005, the best sim- 
ulation of the national pastime that it had 
ever produced. Now, 12 months and one 
exclusive deal between 2K Sports and Major 


League Baseball later, EA is back to the 
drawing board with MVP Q6: NCAA Baseball, 
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a mediocre offering that most will de- 


In fairness to the pessimists, those 
omissions are dramatic. Because of 
that contract, EA has had to drop all 
references to Major League Baseball. 
So say goodbye to the Bronx 
Bombers, pampered superstars, and 
hypocritical 'roided-up sluggers, and 
hello to the Texas Longhorns, champi- 
onship seasons that end in Omaha, 
and the plink of aluminum bats. 

You stil! have to hit 'em where they 
ain't, but the feel is very different. 
Current players are identified solely by 
number and college year. The season starts 
in February and ends with the “June Classic. 
Graduation makes it impossible to maintain 
rosters in Dynasty mode for more than a 
couple of years. Winter recruiting takes the 
place of the yearly free-agent frenzy. 
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The Wild West, now 
with speed tines and 
blue sparkles. 
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puzzles are a bit frustrating, and the use of protagonist Jude's "ac- 
celerator” skill to find hidden cash seems a bit arbitrary. But taken 
as a whole, the change is a grand replacement for the utterly ex- 
hausted 3D mini-maze style of dungeon. Plumbing other genres 
for innovation can easily turn RPGs into third-rate mini-game col- 
lections, but here the platforming components integrate so tightly 
that it works. 

Random battles are still the order of the day, but they now take 
place on a 7-hex field, with three of the hexes aligned with a par- 
ticular element (fire, water and lightning) and which can enable or 
boost specific skills. Position al! your characters in a single hex and 
you might be able to launch a devastating team attack, but you'll 
also place them all at risk from a single enemy strike; separate 
them, and you gain flexibility at the price of damage. It's not espe- 
cially flashy, but the various boss battles will test your ability to 
work the system, and it never grows dull or predictable. 

The plot is the same gibberish about a dying planet and some 
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Same look, same mechanics, very different baseball game. 


Baseball atmosphere— so dependent on 
the Major Leagues' popularity and history— 
is really lacking here. It's hard to get into 
anonymous juniors and seniors from far- 
away schools playing ballgames in March in 
stadiums you've never heard of. And EA 
does nothing to build a college vibe. There 


Scoutet- 
Scouter_ 





Yes, those are hexes. Don’t get your hapes 
up, grognard. 


young dude with superpowers destined 
to save it that we've heard a hundred 
times-literally-in other console RPGs 
with both lesser and greater pedigrees. 
Along the way, you team up with said 
kid's stereotypical pals: a cocky hotshot, 
an ill-fated cutesier-than-thou teen girl, 
and an ice princess with a troubled past. 
If that lineup doesn't make you cringe a 
little, add half a star to the score, be- 
cause you probably won't be mashing 
the start button during cutscenes. 

It's great to see develaper Media 
Vision thumb its nose at a tired formula, 
just as Capcom did with its superb 
Breath of Fire: Dragon Quarter. While Wild 
Arms 4 isn't as wonderfully radical as 
that title, it still makes returning to the 
weary world of Filgaia for the fifth time 
far more enervating than it has any right 
to be. $ 
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are none of the little touches, like mascots 
and marching bands, that make its college 
football game so entertaining. Aside from 
the player uniforms, the only consistent evi- 
dence that this is even a college game is the 
presence of generic NCAA banners and 
logos on the outfield walls. It feels like 
you're playing a second-rate MLB game 
without player and team licenses. 

At times, the game on the diamond feels 
foreign, too. In its eternal quest to fully uti- 
lize the right analog sticks of our gamepads, 
EA has tossed in two new gimmicks, load 
and Fire Batting, which mimics shifting your 
weight, isn't as dumb as its name, although 
it is twitchy. Even when you do get accus: 
tomed to moving back and forward to 
swing, it makes at-bats arcade-y and too 
much about power. 

The other analog-stick stunt is the 
Precision Throw Control, which is as dumb as 





it sounds. It turns fielding plays into exercises 
ዝበ concentration by forcing you to move the 
"sensitive right-stick and check a meter to 
throw the ball. Release the stick too quickly 
and you've got a lob. Hold it too long and 
the ball ends up in the dirt. No offense to 
fielding fanatics, but who wants to devote 
this much attention to routine grounders? 
Both of these options can be switched 

off. You can turn off NCAA-specific options 
and play in Summer mode, but then it feels 
like you're playing a second-rate MLB game 
without player and team licenses. But then 
you're left with a game that looks and plays 
almost exactly like MVP Baseball 2005, since 
the basic pitching and batting mechanics 
haven't changed. The only addition is 
Online Everywhere, which lets you check 
out the live ESPN ticker while still in the 
game, and it's hardly essential. 

You might have to go all the way back to 
Hardball to find a baseball game without at 
least thinly disguised ties to the Major 
Leagues. And there is really no precedent 
for incorporating so many arcade elements 
into what is supposed to be a realistic recre- 
ation of baseball. These factors don't make 
MVP 06: NCAA Baseball a bad game, neces- 
sarily, although they do make it a novelty 
with limited appeal. -Brett Tadd 


Age of Empires: 


The Age of Kings 


The legendary PC RTS gets handier 


xk‏ عار عاد عار 


Genre Turn-based handheld RTS 
Developer Backbone Entertainment 
Publisher Majesco ESRB 210+ Platform DS 


ake Namco's Shogun Empires for the DS. 
T Please. It's an execrable demonstration 

that maybe you can't do a real-time 
strategy game on a handheld system. So, 
what's an RTS franchise to do? 

Age of Empires goes handheld by going 
turn-based. It still has civilizations, ages, 
priests, relics, food and gold, wonders, town 
centers, and a handful of different units play- 
ing paper, rock, and scissors to each other, all 
the while saying "yes, sir" in their mother 
tongues. Although it plays like Advance Wars, 
it has a very Age of Empires feel, following the 
pattern of a typical RTS: Work your way out to 

trol the map, build up your resource ቋ(]- 





con 


vantage, age up to get a technological edge, 
and then roll up the map. The five civilizations 
have some minor tweaks, but they’re mostly 
distinguished by unique heroes. Folks like 
Genghis Khan, Joan of Arc, and Richard the 
Lionhearted are powerful combat units with 
special powers, but they also can be parked 
in town centers for economic advantages. 

The graphics get awfully cluttered. trying 
as hard as they do to look good. But the num- 
bers of units are tightly controlled, so theres 
minimal sprawl, even in the late game. The Al 
is timid and too reckless, which undermines 
the skirmishes and pre-set battles. Even on 
the hardest levels, you reatly have to try if you 
want ta lose. This leaves you with a bunch of 
scripted campaign missions and, more impor- 
tantly, multiplayer games. Age is really one of 
the niftiest things you and a friend can do 
with your DS. Advance Wars is well and good, 
but this is a more mature, varied. and sophis- 
ticated strategy game, arguably as deep as 
you'll see on a handheld. -Tom Chick 


[below] Knights vs. arbalests. 
[bottom] France vs. Japan. 
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INSIDER 


In order to appeal to the masses, the industry doesn’t need to alienate fans 


| ast month, we told the sad story of the 
“Star Wars Galaxies New Gaming 
مه‎ Experience.” What was so disappointing 
about the decision to gut Galaxies was not 
Just that they were changing a game mid- 
course, but that comments from top brass 
such as, “We needed to give people more of 
an opportunity to be a part of what they 
have seen in the movies rather than some- 
thing they had created themselves” sug- 
gested that, when faced with disappointing 
sales figures, Sony Online Entertainment was 
opting to “dumb-down content" rather than 
polish a broken game. As SOE brushed aside 
the concerns of thousands of subscribers, 
Galaxies went from the poster chlld for user- 
centered design to the source of mass fan 
revolt. SOE executives claimed that these 
moves were needed to "appeal to broad au- 
diences,’ but is it necessarily the case that a 
company must alienate fans to succeed in 
today's marketplace? 

A few months ago, we profiled Apolyton University, an 
online "university" of players that offers courses in 
Civilization. Over the past few years, it has been collabora- 
tively developing a game mod for Civilization Il! that is more 
polished, playable, and generally entertaining than the 
stock game rule set. As good as Civ IIl is, imagine how much 
it could be improved by a group of 100 people beating up 
on it, tweaking its rules and improving playability over three 
years time. Soren Johnson, the lead designer of Civilization 
IV, was so impressed that he recruited players from 
Apolyton University and its "rival" college, the Civfanatics 
War Academy, to participate in closed beta for Civ IV. 

Firaxis realizes that fan communities are intensely loyal, 
knowledgeable groups who would love nothing more than 
to see their favorite media properties succeed. And when 
properly managed, their expertise can even be leveraged to 
improve a product. In this case, the team asked veteran 
Civilization players to do what they love: Play Civ and relent- 
lessly beat up on its rules, suggesting ways that it could be 
improved. In some ways, it's impossible to imagine 
Civilization tested any other way. How else could one small 
group of developers create an open-ended game that sup- 
ports multiple strategies across thousands of hours of 








"No one wants an overly simple game; that's why 


we quit playing Tic-Tac-Toe in kindergarten." 


gameplay for millions of users be tested? 

Outside of the games industry, these practices are gener- 
ally called user-centered design, which basically means get- 
ting the end-user involved throughout the design process, 
Of course, closed Beta tests are commonplace in MMOs, and 
usabillty testing is becoming standard practice. However, 
actively developing and maintaining relationships with key 
fan communities who are valued for their expertise is still 
pretty new, but something that qames developers are be- 
ginning to find beneficial. 

Going even a step further, some designers in fields like in- 
dustrial design advocate what is called participatory design, 
the practice of bringing key user groups onto the design 
team. The idea here is that ordinary users do, in fact, have 
expertise that can be leveraged to make better products. 
Who else knows more about how something is used than 
those who interact with it every day? Imagine how different 
Microsoft Office would be if ordinary users were on the de- 
sign team. You'd have far less features people rarely use and 
much cleaner, simpler-to-use interfaces. 

The most hardcore participatory design advocates argue 
that this is an ethical issue, Shouldn't users have a say in what 
the products we use everyday end up like? Why is it that we 
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put up with junk designed for us by “so-called” experts who 
usually have the bottom line in mind before our needs? 

This isn’t to say that users are necessarily designers. 
Designers still bear the brunt of the burden in generating 
ideas, developing elegant solutions, and refining products. 
In the case of Civilization IV, high-level design decisions 
about reducing micromanagement, removing pop-ups to 
smooth out gameplay, integrating multiplayer, and adding 
religious and government systems were obviously keys to 
the game's critical and commercial success. Further, design- 
ers need to realize that not all user groups are the same. 
Different constituencies have different needs, which should 
be reflected in the design. 

A big challenge in game development is how to appease 
the high-end users, while creating a game friendly to new- 
comers in the genre. One thing the original Star Wars 
Galaxies should be criticized for is an interface, game sys- 
tem, and first 20 hours of gameplay that were complex and 





Doomed 


Nine reasons why games aren't art (yet) 


ይ san internationally renowned games columnist who's 
never afraid of trying to understand the tough ques- 
M tions, i find myself asked quite a few by random people 
on the street. The second most common one is, perhaps un- 
surprisingly, "How much did the Doom movie pwn?" 

1 can safely testify firsthand that, as a movie to take your 
mom to on her birthday, the cinematic version of Doom not 
only didn't pwn, it didn't even know how to suck properly. As 
Mom herself pointed out to several ushers, okay, fine, there's 
no hell in a movie based 
on a game set in hell, but 
no shotgun or rocket 
launcher? What does she 
pay you people for? 

Still, the most fascinat- 
ing legacy of Doom the 
movie emerged when 
film critic Roger Ebert 
lambasted it as 8 waste 
of his time. An irate fan 
wrote back that Ebert 





"Perhaps long ago there existed a respected cave 
painting critic who lived to see the very first 


statues and went, ‘Kids and their soulless fads” 
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overwhelming to new users. 

As games get bigger and more expensive, they will need 
to sell more copies to be financially viable, which means ap- 
pealing to multiple constituencies of players. The easy way 
to ensure that games are playable by broad audiences is to 
make the game simpler and easier, to dumb-down content. 
But dumbed-down games don't do well with critics, or with 
fans. No one wants an overly simple game; that's why we 
quit playing Tic-Tac-Toe in kindergarten. 

Another option is appealing to multiple audiences, ensur- 
ing that designs have features appealing to different con- 
stituencies. Just how to do this is difficult, but user-centered 
and participatory design might offer more appealing solu- 
tions than merely dumbing things down. 


Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison More information on the program can be found at 
educationarcade org 


PU TET Dec) BY KELLY WAND 


lacked the credentials to analyze a movie based ona 
videogame, since Ebert admitted to never having played 
one. The thumb-y one retorted that he considered 
videogames a waste of time, and, so long as one book or 
film was left unread or unviewed by him, he had smarter 
things to do. 

Apparently, a lot of gamers read Ebert. By his own reckon- 
ing, hundreds of letters from pissy kids poured in, roasting 
him for being too old to “get” games. Eventually, intelligent, 
thoughtful types—including esteemed developers— 
weighed in, stating the not unprecedented position that 
games are a new art form in its infancy, and in fact one not 
far removed from film in myriad ways Ebert himself should 
be the first to appreciate. 

Who gets to say what art is anyway? How much of it’s just 
a matter of taste? Obviously, Ebert's taste is based on limited 
experience with games and decades of exhaustive film 
analysis, and that's where his head will always be at. To him, 
Doom the game will never constitute art in the same legal 
breath as Doom the movie, Perhaps long ago there existed a 
respected cave painting critic who lived to see the very first 
statues sculpted and went, "Kids and their soulless fads.” 

Where Ebert might pick movies over anything else, I'd 
sacrifice games in a heartbeat for print, though not without 
some anguish. In other words, | rather read this magazine 
than play any of the actual games discussed in its pages. (I'd 
pick games over movies, though.) And, however reluctantly, 
| have to concur with Ebert. Games can't be classified as real 
art, at least not yet. It's too soon. Electronic entertainment Is 
still adrift in the same boat that kept graphic novels from 
belng recognized as a potentially mature storytelling forum 
for decades. Like comic books, games are approached by 
everyone involved as disposable juvenilia, a prophecy that 
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becomes self-fulfilling. 


Every art form goes through growing pains; mutations are neces- 
sary for evolution. Unlike writing, creating videogames of even poor 
quality is so technically complicated that people who have the ex- 
pertise and an equally impressive sense of aesthetics are tough to 
find, train, and keep happy for a sustained period in a corporate en- 
vironment. 

So Ebert's right. Life is too short. And frankly, a lot of stuff we've all 
taken for granted for far too long simply has to go. To name just a few 
examples: 

Tough-talking brunettes. The female protagonists in games are al- 
ways steely, quasi-Asian smartasses with straight dark hair. Can't we at 
least occasionally vary the skin tone or eye shape, just a little? And not 
every girl in a game has to be smokin' hot. Let me play Bea Arthur for a 
change; l've already role-played as the girl who wouldn't sleep with 
me plenty of times. 

Reactor cores. We've blown those up already. Make something else. 
Preferably not a warehouse, sewer, or wall-duct. 

Anything that's harder in the game than it would be in real life, 
This ranges from typing in keycodes to pouring boiling oil on unwel- 
come visitors. 

There's no "role-playing" in role-playing games, MMOs least of all. 
In terms of role-playing options, nothing that goes by the moniker 
even approaches The Sims. A Sims set in the Forgotten Realms; where 
do | sign? 

Crate busting. Breaking boxes isn't fun, although smashing barrels 
admittedly might be. But you've already bashed something open to 
look for other stuff inside when you opened the box to remove the CD, 
so the simulated version feels like sloppy seconds. Besides, | don't buy 
an entire city region's being festooned with barrels filled with valu- 
ables no one else thought to bust open till | strolled along. Which 
brings us to... 

Crate stacking. Half Life 2 had you using a crane to drop crates on 
swarms of guys. Now that the bar's been raised, there's no turning back. 
Collection quests. The bane of MMOs. Sometimes your item drops, 
sometimes it doesn't. It's sadistic busywork redefined. Practically every 
genre has 8 similar variation: kill 20 birds to collect 10 plumes; open 
five empty crates to find the key to the next area; buy six purses for 

Barbie in case one breaks. Note to game designers: don't hate the 
player, hate the game. That you're making. 

Dying, reloading, dying, reloading. Trial-and-error puzzles aren't en- 
tertainment. If you have to pull things off in an intricate sequence 
without saving and you can't figure it out without looking online (and 
even then you can't do it after 20 more tries), who really sucks, you or 
the level designer? 

Boss fights. Ah, our most cherished staple. A game's naked without 
3 finale in which you circle-strafe backward dodging a thundering be- 
hemoth as you steadily whittle its health bar down, all to earn a 
cutscene of its exploding and the satisfaction of knowing a third- 
grader could have done it in a fraction of the time. If that's not art, 
what is? 

So there you have it: the only nine things preventing Roger Ebert 
from pwning noobs in Alterac Valley. On the bright side, there are only 


nine, and most are pretty easy fixes. 


Rest assured, if they'd been complicated, they wouldn't have made 


any list you'll ever see here. 
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Next month: More cliches than you can shake a stick at! 
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ost of you have been at this for 10 years, give or take 
up to 10 years. I'm sorry to tell you that, after all this 
Ë time, you have lost. 

I've done what | could, frem places like this page. Many of 
us have done what we could from as many places as we 
could, in print, online, in the aisles of our retailers, among 
our friends. But that wasn't enough. Now we're on the 
threshold of our second, or maybe third, age. It's hard to 
classify, because what's in front of us is so unlike anything 
that's behind us. We now include a new generation who 
won't remember what we've lost. So for them, and as a re- 
minder to you, it's time to take stock of our losses: 





Better luck next round 


1) You do not own games the way you used to. In contrast 
to your experience with movies, books, or CDs, you don't 
buy a game and then enjoy it whenever you like or for as 
long as you like or in its entirety. Content is drawn out 
and sold separately. A single design is split into a core 
game and an expansion pack or two. You don't get to 
play your games on a LAN with your friends. Instead, they 
each must have their own copy. Massively multiplayer on- 
line games are places you can visit as long as you keep 
paying. Your games are smaller and more expensive and 
less your own. 


"It's a sign that these battles are lost when the concerns 


of the day are non-issues like ‘Innovation is dead!’ or 


or ‘The queues on Frostwolf are too long!” 


2) You do not get to expect single-player. This is largely be- 
cause Al is hard, but it's also because there's bandwidth to 
spare. Unless you can talk your friends into buying the 
same game, you must play with idiots and children you 
do not know. They are called the “multiplayer commu- 
nity,’ a place increasingly hostile to casual players. 
Ranking systems encourage unsportsmanlike competi- 
tion instead of offering a way to ease new players into 
games against other new players. 


3) In-game advertising is an acceptable way to increase 
profitability for the publisher. The added revenue earned 
from selling your eyebails is not passed on to you. 








4) You do not reserve the right to keep the publisher off 
your hard drive, whether it's Valve's Steam, Starforce, or 
EA's Downloader. Restrictive copy protection is accept- 
able and sometimes even invisible. 


5) You do not get a comprehensive manual. The strategy 
guide publishers have established the model of selling 
separate documentation, and their books are little more 
than a walk-thru [-through?]. As packaging costs go down 
and marketing costs increase, there's less concern about 
providing information after you've bought that game 
than before you've bought it. Advertising is less represen- 
tative of the actual product. Television commercials rarely 
show in-game footage. Screenshots are carefully set up, 
and publishers play previews for soundbites. 


6) Console games have eaten their way through the divide 
you once took for granted. Multiplatform development lim- 
its what you will get on your PC. The phenomenal success 
of the PlayStation 2 means many of your games look bad. 


7) Licensing trumps design. To paraphrase a catchphrase 
that now sounds sweetly naive, "Licensing is law.’ Games 
that sell well are based on movies or carefully milked fran- 
chises. More games are built around trends in popular cul- 
ture intended to bring in younger and less discriminating 
demographics: extreme sports, gangsta culture, Spike TV. 


Granted, many of these things are either generalizations 
or trends, Almost none of them are universal. But it’s telling 
that these developments are rarely the subject of jeremiads 
like this one, at least not lately. Not enough 
people object, and even fewer people seem to 
care. It's a sign that these battles are lost when 
the concerns of the day are non-issues like 


‘The government wants to take away my violent games!’ "Innovation is dead!" or “The government wants 


to take away my violent games!" or "The queues 
on Frostwolf are too long!" 
| don't blame the publishers. They're doing 
their jobs. | don't blame the developers, who are often help- 
less or under foot. | can't very well blame the largely impassive 
enthusiast members of the press, because they're little more 
than quislings, obligingly selling you what you want to buy. 
instead, ! blame you. You let these things happen, and 
they'll happen again if you don't get angry and indignant 
with me over the next round of issues, the emerging ones 
that aren't yet lost causes. | don't pretend to know yet what 
they'll be, but I'll be here, And | know you're out there. | 
don't know the future. | didn't come here to tell you how 


this is going to end. Where we go from here is a choice | 
leave to you. 88 
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INTRODUCING THE NEW WAY TO 


BUY AND SELL 
VIDEO GAMES! 


“Where buying 
and selling is 
part of the 
game!” 
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